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PREFACE 

This volume appears in continuation of the plan which wad 
initiated with a collection of Readings in English Prose of the 
Eighteenth Century, and with a single exception is made in 
accordance with the same principles: that is, it undertakes 
to give a sufficient body of prose readings for the use of those 
engaged in the general study of English literature in the period 
in question. In the nineteenth century, however, the mass of 
material is so great that it has seemed best to abandon the 
effort to represent the minor prose writers, of interest less for 
intrinsic worth than for their relation to particular ideas and 
movements, and to confine the volume to those of major im- 
portance in pure literature, exclusive of fiction. While many 
of the names thus omitted (such as Southey and Leigh Hunt, 
for example, in the earlier period, and Borrow and Leslie 
Stephen in the later) are tantalizingly attractive, yet the 
thirteen chosen writers stand out so clearly from among their 
contemporaries that it happens that not a single additional 
name was recommended for admission by those critics who 
were kind enough to look over the editor's list. Besides these^ 
space has been found — rather illogically, but on what ap< 
pear to be imperative grounds of utility — for some represen- 
tation of the great reviews of the early nineteenth century; 
for to study the age of Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Keats 
without some acquaintance with the reviewers is out of the 
question, and their work is usually more inaccessible than any- 
thing else in this volume. 

Complete compositions, other things being equal, have of 
course been preferred — or sections, chapters, and the Uke, 
having the same independent character. Where omissions 
have been made they are indicated scrupulously. Some of these 
omissions are matters of regret, the mere mechanics of the vol- 
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ume making it impossible to give full scope to the discursive 
progress of a Hazlitt, or the elaborate and leisurely built-up 
critical structures of Macaulay or Arnold. Others are believed 
to be a positive advantage: as where, for example, in the ex- 
pository prose of Coleridge and De Quincey, the student is 
likely to lose himself discouragingly in the ramifications of the 
writers' method, whereas with the aid of some judicious selec- 
tion and skipping he may be led to see the rich significance of a 
particular piece of thinking. Most of the selections which ex- 
emplify this have been chosen on the basis of the editor's ex- 
perience in reading aloud from the works in question. 

The form of the text has been generally normalized to mod- 
em usage, in respect to spelling, pimctuation, and the like, 
except where individual practice is of real significance — as 
in the capitalization of some of the writings of Carlyle. As 
in the earlier volume, the editor's notes are restricted to two 
classes: facts which the reader should have in mind in begin- 
ning a selection, and interpretations necessary to the fairly 
rapid reading of the text. 

Many different motives lead to the reading of literary 
classics, and will presumably animate those who may use this 
book. For some, the main facts about authors and their works 
will be uppermost in mind; for some, the qualities and tech- 
nique of style, which will lead them to set most store by the 
great pieces of art-prose which the collection contains — 
Lamb's "Dream Children," Hazlitt's portrait of the Dissenter, 
De Quincey's vision of Our Ladies of Sorrow, Landor's last 
letter of Pericles, Carlyle's peroration to "Natural Super- 
naturalism," Ruskin's account of the two cathedrals, Arnold's 
apostrophe to Oxford, Stevenson's conclusion to " Ms Triplex." 
For some, again, the ideas are uppermost; and it is with this 
class, I may say frankly, that I have closest kinship, both as 
teacher and editor. More and more we are coming to reaUze 
that, if we are to justify the effort to make one generation 
well acquainted with the writings of another, it will not be on 
the ground that our predecessors said things well, — for, even 
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if we admit that we cannot say them so well, it is the language 
of our own time, after all, that speaks best for us, — but on the 
groimd that they had something to say which is still significant. 
I have tried, therefore, to keep this in mind in making the se- 
lections for this volmne. There is, of course, the mainly his- 
torical purpose also; but the two aims are not inconsistent. 
Coleridge's Biographia Literaria is very much of a docimient 
of his own time, and will seem more remote to present-day 
readers than most of the works here represented; but it is not 
difficult to show that his discussion of the relation of the lan- 
guage of poetry to that of common life is concerned with a 
problem which is acute at the present moment — one which 
our younger poets, like Mr. Masefield and many another, 
have been studying with much care. Lamb and Hazlitt wrote 
on the relation of the drama read to the drama acted, with no 
reference to our modem drama, but their ideas are pertinent 
and stimulating for current discussion; so also is the debate 
between Lfamb and Macaulay, on the moral aspects of Res- 
toration comedy, pertinent for dramatic judgments now. 
The conflict between classical traditionalism and the love of 
freedom, which Macaulay represents in his attack on the 
earlier critics, is still vital, whether one emphasiz.cs the truth or 
the fallacies in his essay; so is Jeffrey's discussion of the ques- 
tion whether popular poetry is good poetry, and De Quincey's 
and Newman's distinction between pure literature and mere 
books, and Pater's definition of Romanticism, and Stevenson's 
of Romance. These are literary questions, but the same thing 
is true of others. There are Carlyle's and Ruskin's theories of 
labor, and Ruskin's of public architecture, and the views of 
Carlyle and Arnold respecting the vulgarities of democracy, 
and the notions of a liberal education held by Newman and 
Arnold on the one hand and by Huxley on the other: — it 
may sadden, but it should also stimulate, to discover that aU 
these survive as live questions of the twentieth century. Nor 
will the more thoughtful student fail to be interested in Car- 
lyle's account of his combat with doubt, in Newman's discus- 
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sioD of the perpetual question why education seems to lead 
men away from religion, and in Huxley's and Stevenson's so 
different impressions of the relation between our philosophy 
of life and the "new science," — which was "new" in the 
da3rs of Bacon, of Locke, and of Hmne, and will again be 
"new" in the twenty-first century. It is worth while empha- 
sizing this oddly old-new aspect of the study of the substance 
of literature, in order that the aim of our culture — in the wise 
words of a recent critic — may be "not to merge the present 
in a dream of the past, but to hold the past as a living force in 
the present." 

R, M. A. 
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PART I 
FROM COLERIDGE TO MACAULAY 



SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE 

BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA 

1817 

[This work, extraordinarily discursive even for Coleridge, is represented 
here by portions of Chapters 10, 14, 17, 18, 21. In connection with the 
first extract it should be recalled that Coleridge now writes from the stand- 
point of his later life, when he had become a convert to orthodox Chris- 
tianity and political conservatism. One must also remember that his 
memory was treacherously inaccurate; thus of the passage on the financial 
outcome of The Watchman (p. 9). Cottle, his early friend and publisher, 
writes: " The fact is Biggs the printer (a worthy man) never threatened 
or even importuned for the money. . . . The whole of the paper (which 
cost more than the printing) was paid for by the writer.''] 

VARIOUS ANECDOTES OF THE AUTHOR'S LITERARY LIVE, AND 
THE PROGRESS OF HIS OPINIONS IN RELIGION AND POLITICS 

Toward the close of the first year from the time that in an 
inauspicious hour I left the friendly cloisters and the happy 
grove of quiet, ever honored Jesus College, Cambridge, I was 
persuaded by sundry philanthropists and anti-polemists ^ to 
set on foot a periodical work, entitled The Watchman, that 
(according to the general motto of the work) all might know the 
truthy and that the truth might make us free I In order to exempt 
it from the stamp-tax, and likewise to contribute as little as 
possible to the supposed guilt of a war against freedom, it was 
to be published on every eighth day, thirty-two pages, large 
octavo, closely printed, and price only f ourpence. Accordingly 
with a flaming prospectus, ** Knowledge is Power," etc., to cry 
the stale of the political atmosphere, and so forth, I set off on a 
tour to the North, from Bristol to SheiSeld, for the purpose of 
procuring customers, preaching by the way in most of the great 
towns, as an hireless volunteer, in a blue coat and white 
waistcoat, that not a rag of the woman of Babylon * might be 
seen on me. For I was at that time and long after, though a 

^ Opponents of war. ' Romanim. 
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Trinitarian (i.e., ad normam PlaUmis) in philosophy, yet a 
zealous Unitarian in .religion; more accurately, I was a psilan- 
thropist,^ one of those who beheve our Lord to have been the 
real son of Joseph, and who lay the main stress on the resur- 
rection rather .than on the crucifixion. O ! never can I remember 
those days with either shame or regret. For I was most sincere, 
most disinterested! My opinions were indeed in many and 
most important points erroneous; but my heart was single. 
Wealth, rank, Ufe itself then seemed cheap to me, compared 
with the interests of (what I believed to be) the truth, and the 
will of my Maker. I cannot even accuse myself of having been 
actuated by vanity; for in the expansion of my enthusiasm I 
did not think of myself at all. 

My campaign conmaenced at Birmingham; and my first 
attack was on a rigid Calvinist, a tallow-chandler by trade. He 
was a tall dingy man, in whom length was so predominant over 
breadth, that he might almost have been borrowed for a foundry 
poker. O that face! a face Kar €fjL(f>aaLv\^ I have it before 
me at this moment. The lank, black, twine-like hair, pingui- 
nitescenij^ cut in a straight line along the black stubble of his 
thin gunpowder eyebrows, that looked like a scorched after- 
math from a last week's shaving. His coat collar behind in 
perfect unison, both of colour and of lustre, with the coarse yet 
glib cordage, that I suppose he called his hair, and which with a 
bend inward at the nape of the neck (the only approach to 
flexure in his whole figure) slunk in behind his waistcoat; while 
the countenance lank, dark, very hard, and with strong perpen- 
dicular furrows, gave me a dim notion of some one looking at 
me through a used gridiron, all soot, grease, and iron! But 
he was one of the thorough-bred, a true lover of liberty, and 
(I was informed) had proved to the satisfaction of many that 
Mr. Pitt was one of the horns of the second beast in the Revela- 
tions, that spoke like a dragon. A person to whom one of my 
ktters of recommendation had been addressed was my intro- 
ducer. It was a new event in my life, my first stroke in the new 
business I had undertaken of an author, yea, and of an ^utbot 

^ Believer in the merely human nature of Jesus. 

* Apparently. 

* Shining with oil 



BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA 5 

trading on his own account. My companion, after some imper- 
fect sentences and a multitude of hums and haas, abandoned 
the cause to his client; and I conunenced an harangue of half 
an hour to Phileleutheros/ the tallow-chandler, varying my 
notes, through the whole gamut of eloquence, from the ratioc- 
inative to the declamatory, and in the latter from the pathetic 
to the indignant. I argued, I described, I promised, I prophe- 
sied; and beginning with the captivity of nations I ended with 
the near approach of the millennium, finishing the whole with 
some of my own verses describing that glorious state, out of 
the "Religious Musings": — 

Such delights 
As float to earth, permitted visitants! 
When in some hour of solemn jubilee 
The massive gates of Paradise are thrown 
Wide open: and forth come in fragments wild 
Sweet echoes of unearthly melodies, 
And odors snatched from beds of amaranth, 
And they that from the crystal river of life 
Spring up on freshened wing, ambrosial gales! 

My taper man of lights listened with perseverant and praise- 
worliy patience, though (as I was afterwards told, on com- 
plaining of certain gales that were not altogether ambrosial) 
it was a melting day with him. "And what, sir," he said, after a 
short pause, "might the cost be?" "Only fourpence" (O! how 
I felt the anti-climax, the abysmal bathos of ^dX four pence!) ^ 
"only fourpence, sir, each number, to be published on every 
eighth day." "That comes to a deal of money at the end of 
a year. And how much did you say there was to be for the 
money?" "Thirty-two pages, sir! large octavo, closely 
printed." "Thirty and two pages? Bless me! why, except 
what I does in a family way on the Sabbath, that 's more than I 
ever reads, sir, all the year round. I am as great a one as any 
man in Brummagem, sir, for liberty and truth and all them 
sort of things, but as to this (no offence, I hope, sir) I must 
beg to be excused." 

So ended my first canvass: from causes that I shall presently 
mention, I made but one other application in person. This took 

* Lover of freedom. 
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place at Manchester to a stately and opulent wholesale dealer 
in cottons. He took my letter of introduction, and, having 
perused it, measured me from head to foot and again from foot 
to head, and then asked if I had any bill or invoice of the thing; 
I presented my prospectus to him; he rapidly skimmed and 
hummed over the first side, and still more rapidly the second 
and concluding page; crushed it within his fingers and the 
palm of his hand; then most deliberately and significantly 
rubbed and smoothed one part against the other; and lastly, 
putting it into his pocket, turned his back on me with an 
*^ over-run -mth these articles!" and so without another syllable 
retired into his coimting-house. And, I can truly say, to 
my unspeakable amusement. 

This, I have said, was my second and last attempt. On re- 
turning baffled from the first, in which I had vainly essayed to 
repeat the miracle of Orpheus with the Brummagem patriot, I 
dined with the tradesman who had introduced me to him. 
After dinner he importimed me to smoke a pipe with him, and 
two or three other illuminati of the same rank. I objected, 
both because I was engaged to spend the evening with a min- 
ister and his friends, and because I had never smoked except 
once or twice in my lifetime, and then it was herb tobacco 
mixed with Oronooko. On the assurance, however, that the 
tobacco was equally mild, and seeing too that it was of a yellow 
colour (not forgetting the lamentable difficulty I have always 
experienced in saying No, and in abstaining from what the 
people about me were doing), I took half a pipe, fiUing the 
lower half of the bowl with salt. I was soon, however, com- 
pelled to resign it, in consequence of a giddiness and distressful 
feeling in my eyes, which, as I had drunk but a single glass of 
ale, must, I knew, have been the effect of the tobacco. Soon 
after, deeming myself recovered, I sallied forth to my engage- 
ment; but the walk and the fresh air brought on all the ssrmp- 
toms again, and I had scarcely entered the minister's drawing- 
room, and opened a small packet of letters which he had 
received from Bristol for me, ere I sunk back on the sofa in a 
sort of swoon rather than sleep. Fortunately I had foimd just 
time enough to inform him of the confused state of my feelings, 
and of the occasion. For here and thus I lay, my face like a wall 
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that is white-washing, deathly pale and with the cold drops 
of perspiration running down it from my forehead, while one 
after another there dropped in the dijfferent gentlemen who had 
been invited to meet and spend the evening with me, to the 
number of from fifteen to twenty. As the poison of tobacco acts 
but for a short time, I at length awoke from insensibility, and 
looked round the party, my eyes dazzled by the candles which 
had been lighted in the interim. By way of relieving my em- 
barrassment, one of the gentlemen began the conversation with 
"Have you seen a paper to-day, Mr. Coleridge?" **Sir," I 
replied, rubbing my eyes, "I am far from convinced that a 
Christian is permitted to read either newspapers or any other 
works of merely political and temporary interest." This re- 
mark, so ludicrously inapposite to, or rather incongruous with, 
the purpose for which I was known to have visited Birmingham 
and to assist me in which they were all then met, produced an 
involuntary and general burst of laughter; and seldom indeed 
have I passed so many delightful hours as I enjoyed in that 
room, from the moment of that laugh to an early hour the next 
morning. Never, perhaps, in so mixed and numerous a party 
have I since heard conversation sustained with such animation, 
enriched with such variety of information, and enlivened with 
such a flow of anecdote. Both then and afterwards they all 
joined in dissuading me from proceeding with my schemes; 
assured me in the most friendly and yet most flattering expres- 
sions, that the employment was neither fit for me, nor I fit for 
the employment. Yet, if I had determined on persevering in it, 
they promised to exert themselves to the utmost to procure sub- 
scribers, and insisted that I should make no more applications in 
person, but carry on the canvass by proxy. The same hospitable 
reception, the same dissuasion, and (that failing) the same kind 
exertions in my behalf, I met with at Manchester, Derby, 
Nottingham, Sheffield, indeed at every place in which I took up 
my sojourn. I often recall with affectionate pleasure the many 
resi)ectable men who interested themselves for me, a perfect 
stranger to them, not a few of whom I can still name among 
my friends. They will bear witness for me how opposite, even 
then, my principles were to those of Jacobim'sm ^ or even of 

^ The more radical doctrines of the French.' \evoIution. 
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democracy, and can attest the strict accuracy of the statement 
which I have left on record in the loth and nth numbers of 
The Friend, 

From this rememberable tour I returned with nearly a thou- 
sand names on the subscription list of The Watchman^ yet more 
than half convinced that prudence dictated the abandonment 
of the scheme. But for this very reason I persevered in it; for 
I was at that period of my life so completely hag-ridden by the 
fear of being influenced by selfish motives, that to know a mode 
of conduct to be the dictate of prudence was a sort of presump- 
tive proof to my feelings that the contrary was the dictate of 
duty. Accordingly, I commenced the work, which was an- 
nounced in London by long bills in letters larger than had ever 
been seen before, and which (I have been informed, for I did 
not see them myself) eclipsed the glories even of the lottery 
puffs. But, alas! the publication of the very first nimaber was 
delayed beyond the day announced for its appearance. In the 
second number an essay against fast days, with a most cen- 
surable application of a text from Isaiah for its motto, lost me 
near five hundred of my subscribers at one blow. In the two 
following numbers I made enemies of all my Jacobin and demo- 
cratic patrons; for, disgusted by their infidelity, and their 
adoption of French morals with French psilosophy; and perhaps 
thinking that charity ought to begin nearest home, instead of 
abusing the government and the aristocrats chiefly or entirely, 
as had been expected of me, I leveled my attacks at "modem 
patriotism,'' and even ventured to declare my belief that, what- 
ever the motives of ministers might have been for the Sedition 
(or, as it was then the fashion to call them, the gagging) bills, 
yet the bills themselves would produce an effect desired by all 
the true friends of freedom, as far as they should contribute to 
deter men from openly declaiming on subjects the principles of 
which they had never bottomed, and from " pleading to the poor 
and ignorant, instead of pleading for them." At the same time 
I avowed my conviction that national education and a concur- 
ring spread of the gospel were the indispensable condition of 
any true political amelioration. Thus by the time the seventh 
number was published, I had the mortification (but why 
should I say this, when in truth I cared too little for any thing 
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that concernied my worldly interests to be at all mortified 
about it?) of seeing the preceding numbers exposed in sundry 
old iron shops for a penny apiece. At the ninth number I 
dropped the work. But from the London publisher I could not 

obtain a shilling; he was a and set me at defiance. 

From other places I procured but little, and after such delays 
as rendered that little worth nothing; and I should have been 
inevitably thrown into jail by my Bristol printer, who refused 
to wait even for a month, for a sum between eighty and ninety 
pounds, if the money had not been paid for me by a man by 
no means affluent, a dear friend,^ who attached himself to me 
from my first arrival at Bristol, who has continued my friend 
with a fidelity imconquered by time or even by my own ap- 
parent neglect; a friend from whom I never received an advice 
that was not wise, nor a remonstrance that was not gentle and 
affectionate. 

Conscientiously an opponent of the first revolutionary war, 
yet with my eyes thoroughly opened to the true character and 
impotence of the favorers of revolutionary principles in Eng- 
land, principles which I held in abhorrence (for it was part of 
my political creed that whoever ceased to act as an individual 
by making himself a member of any society not sanctioned by 
his government, forfeited the rights of a citizen), — a vehement 
anti-ministerialist, but after the invasion of Switzerland a more 
vehement anti-Gallican and still more intensely an anti- 
Jacobin, I retired to a cottage at Stowey, and provided for my 
scanty maintenance by writing verses for a London morning 
paper. I saw plainly that literature was not a profession by 
which I could expect to live; for I could not disguise from my- 
self that, whatever my talents might or might not be in other 
respects, yet they were not of the sort that could enable me to 
become a popular writer, and that, whatever my opinions might 
be in themselves, they were almost equidistant from all the 
three prominent parties, the Pittites, the Foxites, and the 
Democrats. Of the unsalable nature of my writings I had an 
amusing memento one morning from our own servant girl. For 
happening to rise at an earlier hour than usual, I observed her 
putting an extravagant quantity of paper into the grate in order 

* Probably Thomas Poole. % 



lo SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE 

to light the fire, and mildly checked her for her wastefulness. 
*'La, sir!" replied poor Nanny, "why, it is only Watchmen,^* 
I now devoted myself to poetry and to the study of ethics 
and psychology, and so profound was my admiration at this 
time of Hartley's Essay on Man, ^ that I gave his name to my 
first-bom. In addition to the gentleman, my neighbour,^ whose 
garden joined on to my little orchard, and the cultivation of 
whose friendship had been my sole motive in choosing Stowey 
for my residence, I was so fortunate as to acquire, shortly after 
my settlement there, an invaluable blessing in the society and 
neighbourhood of one to whom I could look up with equal rever- 
ence, whether I regarded him as a poet, a philosopher, or a man.' 
His ' conversation extended to almost all subjects, except 
physics and politics; with the latter he never troubled himself. 
Yet neither my retirement nor my utter abstraction from all 
the disputes of the day could secure me in those jealous timee 
from suspicion and obloquy, which did not stop at me, but ex- 
tended to my excellent friend, whose perfect innocence was 
even adduced as a proof of his guilt. One of the many busy 
sycophants^ of that day (I here use the word sycophant in its 
original sense, as a wretch who flatters the prevailing party by 
informing against his neighbours, imder pretence that they 
are exporters of prohibited figs or fancies! for the moral ap- 
plication of the term it matters not which) — one of these 
sycophantic law-mongrels, discoursing on the politics of the 
neighbourhood, uttered the following deep remark: "As to 
Coleridge, there is not so much harm in him, for he is a 
whirl-brain that talks whatever comes uppermost; but that 

1 he is the dark traitor. You never hear him say a 

syllable on the subject." . . . 

OCCASION OF THE '* LYRICAL BALLADS." . . . THE ENSUING 
CONTROVERSY. . . . PHILOSOPHIC DEFINITIONS OF A POEM 
AND POETRY 

During the first year that Mr. Wordsworth and I were 
neighbours, our conversations turned frequently on the two 
cardinal points of poetry, the power of exciting the sympathy 

* Published 1748. • Poole. • Wordsworth. 

4 SvKovf ^aiVctv, to show or detect figs, the exportation of which from Attica was 
forbidden by the laws. [Coleridge's note.] 
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of the reader by a faithful adherence to the truth of nature, and 
the power of giving the interest of novelty by the modifying 
colours of imagination. The sudden charm which accidents of 
light and shade, which moonlight or sunset diffused over a 
known and familiar landscape, appeared to represent the prac- 
ticability of combining both. These are the poetry of nature. 
The thought suggested itself (to which of us I do not recollect) 
that a series of poems might be composed of two sorts. In the 
one, the incidents and agents were to be, in part at least, super- 
natural; and the excellence aimed at was to consist in the inter- 
esting of the affections by the dramatic truth of such emotions 
as would naturally accompany such situations, supposing them 
real. And real in this sense they have been to every human 
being who, from whatever source of delusion, has at any time 
believed himself under supernatural agency. For the second 
class, subjects were to be chosen from ordinary life; the char- 
acters and incidents were to be such as will be found in every 
village and its vicinity, where there is a meditative and feeling 
mind to seek after them, or to notice them when they present 
themselves. 

In this idea originated the plan of the Lyrical Ballads; in 
which it was agreed that my endeavours should be directed to 
persons and characters supernatural, or at least romantic, yet 
so as to transfer from our inward nature a human interest and 
a semblance of truth sufficient to procure for these shadows 
of imagination that willing suspension of disbelief for the mo- 
ment, which constitutes poetic faith. Mr. Wordsworth, on 
the other hand, was to propose to himself as his object, to give 
the charm of novelty to things of every day, and to excite a 
feeling analogous to the supernatural, by awakening the mind's 
attention from the lethargy of custom, and directing it to the 
loveliness and the wonders of the world before us; an inexhaus- 
tible treasure, but for which, in consequence of the film of fa- 
miliarity and selfish solicitude, we have eyes yet see not, ears 
that hear not, and hearts that neither feel nor understand. 

With this view I wrote "The Ancient Mariner," and was 
preparing, among other poems, "The Dark Ladie" and the 
"Christabel," in which I should have more nearly realized my 
ideal than I had done in my first attempt. But Mr. Words- 
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worth's industry had proved so much more successful, and the 
number of his poems so much greater, that my compositions, 
instead of forming a balance, appeared rather an interpolation 
of heterogeneous matter. Mr. Wordsworth added two or three 
poems written in his own character, in the impassioned, lofty, 
p,nd sustained diction which is characteristic of his genius. In 
this form the Lyrical Ballads were published, and were pre- 
sented by him as an experiment whether subjects which from 
their nature rejected the usual ornaments and extra-colloquial 
style of poems in general, might not be so managed in the 
language of ordinary life as to produce the pleasurable interest 
which it is the peculiar business of poetry to impart. To the 
second edition he added a preface of considerable length; in 
which, notwithstanding some passages of apparently a con- 
trary import, he was understood to contend for the extension of 
this style to poetry of all kinds, and to reject as vicious and in- 
defensible all phrases and forms of style that were not included 
in what he (unfortunately, I think, adopting an equivocal ex- 
pression) called the language of real life. From this preface, 
prefixed to poems in which it was impossible to deny the pres- 
ence of original genius, however mistaken its direction might 
be deemed, arose the whole long-continued controversy. For 
from the conjunction of perceived power with supposed heresy 
I explain the inveteracy and in some instances, I grieve to say, 
the acrimonious passions, with which the controversy has been 
conducted by the assailants. 

Had Mr. Wordsworth's poems been the silly, the childish 
things, which they were for a long time described as being; had 
they been really distinguished from the compositions of other 
poets merely by meanness of language and inanity of thought; 
had they indeed contained nothing more than what is found in 
the parodies and pretended imitations of them; they must have 
sunk at once, a dead weight, into the slough of oblivion, and 
have dragged the preface along with them. But year after year 
increased the number of Mr. Wordsworth's admirers. They 
were found, too, not in the lower classes of the reading pubKc, 
but chiefly among young men of strong sensibility and medita- 
tive minds, and their admiration (inflamed perhaps in some de^ 
gree by opposition) was distinguished by its intensity, I might 
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almost say by its religious fervor. These facts, and the intel- 
lectual energy of the author, which was more or less consciously 
felt, where it was outwardly and even boisterously denied, 
meeting with sentiments of aversion to his opinions and of 
alarm at their consequences, produced an eddy of criticism 
which would of itself have borne up the poems by the vio- 
lence with which it whirled them rornid and round. With many 
parts of this preface, in the sense attributed to them and which 
the words undoubtedly seem to authorize, I never concurred; 
but on the contrary objected to them as erroneous in princi- 
ple and as contradictory (in appearance at least) both to other 
parts of the same preface and to the author's own practice in 
the greater number of the poems themselves. Mr. Wordsworth 
in his recent collection has, I find, degraded this prefatory dis- 
quisition to the end of his second volume, to be read or not at 
the reader's choice. But he has not, as far as I can discover, 
annoimced any change in his poetic creed. At all events, con- 
sidering it as the source of a controversy in which I have been 
honored more than I deserve by the frequent conjunction of 
my name with his, I think it expedient to declare once for all in 
what points I coincide with his opinions, and in what points I al- 
together differ. But in order to render myself intelligible I must 
previously, in as few words as possible, explain my ideas, first, 
of a Poem, and secondly, of Poetry itself, in kind and in essence. 
The office of philosophical disquisition consists in just dis- 
tinction, while it is the privilege of the philosopher to preserve 
himself constantly aware that distinction is not division. In 
order to obtain adequate notions of any truth, we must in- 
tellectually separate its distinguishable parts, and this is the 
technical process of philosophy. But having so done, we must 
then restore them in our conceptions to the imity in which they 
actually co-exist, and this is the residt of philosophy. A poem 
contains the same elements as a prose composition; the differ- 
ence therefore must consist in a different combination of 
them, in consequence of a different object being proposed. 
According to the difference of the object will be the difference 
of the combination. It is possible that the object may be 
merely to facilitate the recollection of any given facts or obser- 
vations by artificial arrangement, and the composition will be 
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a poem merely because it is distinguished from prose by metre, 
or by rhyme, or by both conjointly. In this, the lowest sense, 
a man might attribute the name of a poem to the well-known 
enumeration of the days in the several months: — 

Thirty days hath September, 
April, June, and November; etc., 

and others of the same class and purpose. And as a particular 
pleasure is found in anticipating the recurrence of soimds and 
quantities, all compositions that have this charm superadded, 
whatever be their contents, may be entitled poems. 

So much for the superficial form. A difference of object and 
contents supplies an additional ground of distinction. The im- 
mediate purpose may be the commimication of truths, — either 
of truth absolute and demonstrable, as in works of science, or of 
facts experienced and recorded, as in history. Pleasure, and 
that of the highest and most permanent kind, may result from 
the attainment of the end, but it is not itself the immediate 
end. In other works the conmiimication of pleasure may be 
the immediate purpose; and though truth, either moral or in- 
tellectual, ought to be the ultimate end, yet this will distin- 
guish the character of the author, not the class to which the 
work belongs. Blest indeed is that state of society in which 
the immediate purpose would be baffled by the perversion of 
the proper ultimate end; in which no charm of diction or im- 
agery could exempt the "Bathyllus" even of an Anacreon, or 
the "Alexis '* of Virgil, from disgust and aversion! 

But the communication of pleasure may be the immediate 
object of a work not metrically composed; and that object may 
have been in a high degree attained, as in novels and romances. 
Would, then, the mere superaddition of metre, with or without 
rhsrme, entitle these to the name of poems? The answer is, 
that nothing can permanently please which' does not contain 
in itself the reason why it is so and not otherwise. If metre be 
superadded, all other parts must be made consonant with it. 
They must be such as to justify the perpetual and distinct 
attention to each part, which an exact correspondent recurrence 
of accent and sound are calculated to excite. The final defini- 
tion, then, so deduced, may be thus worded. A poem is that 
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species of composition which is opposed to works of science, by 
proposing for its immediate object pleasure, not truth, and 
from all other species (having this object in common with it) 
it is discriminated by proposing to itself such delight from the 
whole as is compatible with a distinct gratification from each 
component parL . . . 

But if this should be admitted as a satisfactory character of 
a poem, we have still to seek for a definition of poetry. The 
writings of Plato, and Bishop Taylor,^ and the Theoria Sacra of 
Burnet,^ furnish imdeniable proofs that poetry of the highest 
kind may exist without metre, and even without the contra- 
distinguishing objects of a poem. The first chapter of Isaiah 
(indeed a very large portion of the whole book) is poetry in the 
most emphatic sense; yet it would be not less irrational than 
strange to assert that pleasure, and not truth, was the imme- 
diate object of the prophet. In short, whatever specific import 
we attach to the word poetry, there will be foimd involved in 
it, as a necessary consequence, that a poem of any length 
neither can be, nor ought to be, all poetry. Yet if an harmoni- 
ous whole is to be produced, the remaining parts must be pre- 
served in keeping with the poetry; and this can be no otherwise 
effected than by such a studied selection and artificial arrange- 
ment as will partake of one, though not a peculiar, property of 
poetry. And this again can be no other than the property of 
exciting a more continuous and equal attention than the lan- 
guage of prose aims at, whether colloquial or written. 

My own conclusions on the nature of poetry, in the strictest 
use of the word, have been in part anticipated in the preceding 
disquisition on the fancy and imagination. What is poetry? 
is so nearly the same question with. What is a poet? that the 
answer to the one is involved in the solution of the other. For 
it is a distinction resulting from the poetic genius itself, which 
sustains and modifies the images, thoughts, and emotions of the 
poet's own mind. 

The poet, described in ideal perfection, brings the whole soul 
of man into activity, with the subordination of its faculties to 
each other, according to their relative worth and dignity. He 
diflFuses a tone and spirit of unity, that blends and (as it were) 

^ Jeremy Taylor, 1613-1667. ' Published in Latin 1681, in English 1684. 



i6 SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE 

fuses each into eacK, by that synthetic and magical power tx) 
which we have exclusively appropriated the name of imagina- 
tion. This power, first put in action by the will and under- 
standing, and retained under their irremissive, though gentle 
and unnoticed, control (Jaxis effertur habenis),^ reveals itself in 
the balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant qualities: 
of sameness, with difference; of the general, with the concrete; 
the idea, with the image; the individual, with the representa. 
tive; the sense of novelty and freshness, with old and familiar 
objects; a more than usual state of emotion, with more than 
usual order; judgment ever awake, and steady self-possession, 
with enthusiasm and feeling profoimd or vehement; and while it 
blends and harmonizes the natural and the artificial, still sub- 
ordinates art to nature, the manner to the matter, and our ad- 
miration of the poet to our sympathy with the poetry. " Doubt- 
less," as Sir John Davies observes of the soul (and his words 
may with slight alteration be applied, and even more appropri- 
ately, to the poetic imagination), — 

Doubtless this could not be, but that she turns 

Bodies to spirit by sublimation strange, 
As fire converts to fire the things it bums, 

As we our food into our nature change. 

From their gross matter she abstracts their forms. 
And draws a kind of quintessence from things; 

Which to her proper nature she transforms, 
To bear them light on her celestial wings. 

Thus does she, when from individual states 

She doth abstract the universal kinds; 
Which then, recloth*d in divers names and fates, 

Steal access through our senses to our minds.' 

Finally, good sense is the body of poetic genius, fancy its 
drapery, motion its life, and imagination the soul that is every- 
where, and in each, and forms all into one graceful and intelli- 
gent whole. 

^ Is borne along with loosened reins. 

* Quoted, with alterations, from Davies's poem on the '* Immortality of the SouL" 
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EXAMINATION OF THE TENETS PECULIAR TO MR. WORDSWORTH. 
. . . LANGUAGE OF METRICAL COMPOSITION 

. . . My own differences from certain supposed parts of Mr. 
Wordsworth's theory ground themselves on the assumption 
that his words had been rightly interpreted as purporting that 
the proper diction for poetry in general consists altogether in 
a language taken, with due exceptions, from the mouths of 
men in real life, a language which actually constitutes the 
natural conversation of men under the influence of natural feel- 
ings. My objection is, first, that in any sense this rule is appli- 
cable only to certain classes of poetry; secondly, that even to 
these classes it is not applicable except in such a sense as hath 
never by any one (as far as I know or have read) been denied 
or doubted; and lastly, that as far as, and in that degree in 
which, it is practicable, yet as a rule it is useless, if not injurious, 
and therefore either need not or ought not to be practiced. 
The poet informs his reader that he had generally chosen law 
and rustic life, but not as low and rustic, or in order to repeat 
that pleasure, of doubtful moral effect, which persons of ele- 
vated rank and of superior refinement oftentimes derive from 
a happy imitation of the rude unpohshed manners and dis- 
course of their inferiors. For the pleasure so derived may be 
traced to three exciting causes. The first is the naturalness, in 
fact, of the things represented. The second is the apparent 
naturalness of the representation, as raised and qualified by 
an imperceptible infusion of the author's own knowledge and 
talent, which infusion does indeed constitute it an imikUian as 
distinguished from a mere copy. The third cause may be found 
in the reader's conscious feehng of his superiority awakened by 
the contrast presented to him, even as for the same purpose the 
kings and great barons of yore retained sometimes actual 
clowns and fools, but more frequently shrewd and witty fellows 
in that character. These, however, were not Mr. Wordsworth's 
objects. He chose low and rustic life, "because in that condi- 
tion the essential passions of the heart find a better soil, in 
which they can attain their maturity, are less under restraint, 
and speak a plainer and more emphatic language; because in 
that condition of life our elementary feelings co-exist in a state 
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of greater simplicity, and consequently may be more accurately 
contemplated, and more forcibly commimicated; because the 
manners of rural life germinate from those elementary feelings; 
and from the necessary character of rural occupations are more 
easily comprehended, and are more durable; and lastly, because 
in that condition the passions of men are incorporated with the 
beautiful and permanent forms of nature." ^ 

Now it is clear to me that, in the most interesting of the 
poems, in which the author is more or less dramatic, as "The 
Brothers," "Michael," "Ruth," "The Mad Mother," etc., the 
persons introduced are by no means taken from low or rustic 
life in the common acceptation of those words; and it is not less 
clear that the sentiments and language, as far as they can be 
conceived to have been really transferred from the minds and 
conversation of such persons, are attributable to causes and 
circimistances not necessarily connected with "their occupa- 
tions and abode." The thoughts, feehngs, language, and man- 
ners of the shepherd-farmers in the vales of Cumberland and 
Westmoreland, as far as they are actually adopted in those 
poems, may be accounted for from causes which will and do 
produce the same results in every state of life, whether in town 
or coimtry. As the two principal I rank that independence, 
which raises a man above servitude, or daily toil for the profit 
of others, yet not above the necessity of industry and a frugal 
simplicity of domestic life, and the accompanying imambitious 
but solid and religious ediication, which has rendered few books 
familiar but the Bible and the liturgy or hynm-book. To this 
latter cause, indeed, which is so far accidental that it is the 
blessing of particular countries and a particular age, not the 
product of particular places or employments, the poet owes the 
show of probability that his personages might really feel, think, 
and talk with any tolerable resemblance to his repreisentation. 
It is an excellent remark of Dr. Henry More'§,.that "a man of 
confined education, but of good parts, by constant xeading of 
the Bible will naturally form a more winning and commanding 
rhetoric than those that are learned, the intermixture of tongues 
and of artificial phrases debasing their style." (Enthusiasmus 
Tfiumphatus,^ Sec. xxxv.) 

^ From Wordsworth's Preface to the Lyricai Ballads. * Published 1656. 



BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA 19 

It is, moreover, to be considered that to the formation of 
healthy feelings, and a reflecting mind, negations involve im- 
pediments not less formidable than sophistication and vicious 
intermixture. I am convinced that for the human soul to 
prosper in rustic life a certain vantage-groimd is prerequisite. 
It is not every man that is likely to be improved by a country 
life or by country labors. Education, or original sensibility, or 
both, must pre-exist, if the changes, forms, and incidents of 
nature are to prove a sufficient stimulant. And where these are 
not sufficient, the mind contracts and hardens by want of stimu- 
lants, and the man becomes selfish, sensual, gross, and hard- 
hearted. Let the management of the Poor Laws in Liverpool, 
Manchester, or Bristol be compared with the ordinary dispen- 
sation of the poor rates in agricultural villages, where the 
farmers are the overseers and guardians of the poor. If my 
own experience has not been particularly unfortunate, as well 
as that of the many respectable coimtry clergymen with whom 
I have conversed on the subject, the result would engender 
more than skepticism concerning the desirable influences of 
low and rustic life in and for itself. Whatever may be concluded 
on the other side, from the stronger local attachments and 
enterprising spirit of the Swiss and other moimtaineers, applies 
to a particular mode of pastoral life, under forms of property 
that permit and beget manners truly repubhcan, not to rustic 
life in general, or to the absence of artificial cultivation. On the 
contrary the mountaineers, whose manners have been so often 
eulogized, are in general better educated and greater readers 
than men of equal rank elsewhere. But where this is not the 
case, as: among the peasantry of North Wales, the ancient 
mountains, with all their terrors and all their glories, are pic- 
tures to the blind and music to the deaf. 

I should not have entered so much into detail upon this pas- 
sage, but here seems to be the point to which all the lines of 
difference converge as to their source and centre. (I mean, as 
far as, and in whatever respect, my poetic creed does differ from 
the doctrines promulged in this Preface.) I adopt with full 
faith the principle of Aristotle, that poetry as poetry is essen- 
tially ideal, that it avoids and excludes all accident; that its 
apparent individualities of rank, character, or occupation must 
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necessity of an introductory poem, in which he should have por- 
trayed the character of the person from whom the words of the 
poem are supposed to proceed: a superstitious man, moderately 
imaginative, of slow faculties and deep feelings, "a captain of 
a small trading vessel, for example, who, being past the middle 
age of life, had retired upon an annuity, or small independent 
income, to some village or country town of which he was not a 
native, or in which he had not been accustomed to live. Such 
men, having nothing to do, become credulous and talkative 
from indolence." But in a poem, still more in a lyric poem (and 
the Nxirse in Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet alone prevents me 
from extending the remark even to dramatic poetry , if indeed 
the Nurse itself can be deemed altogether a case in point), it is 
not possible to imitate truly a dull and garrulous discourser, 
without repeating the effects of dulness and garrulity. How- 
ever this may be, I dare assert that the parts (and these form 
the far larger portion of the whole) which might as well or still 
better have proceeded from the poet's own imagination, and 
have been spoken in his own character, are those which have 
given, and which will continue to give, universal delight; and 
that the passages exclusively appropriate to the supposed nar- 
rator, such as the last couplet of the third stanza,^ the seven 
last lines of the tenth,* and the five following stanzas, with the 
exception of the four admirable lines at the commencement of 
the fourteenth, are felt by many unprejudiced and unsophisti- 
cated hearts as sudden and impleasant sinkings from the height 
to which the poet had previously lifted them, and to which he 
again re-elevates both himself and his reader. 

If, then, I am compelled to doubt the theory by which the 
choice of characters was to be directed, not only a priori^ from 
grounds of reason, but both from the few instances in which the 
poet himself need be supposed to have been governed by it, and 

^ I Ve measured it from side to side; 
T is three feet long, and two feet wide. 

• N«y, rack your brain — *t is all in VMn, 

I 'U teU you everjrthing I know; 

But to the Thorn, and to the pond 

Which is a little step beyond, 
I I wish that you would go; 

i Perhaps when you are at the place, i' 

I You something of her tale may traoe. 
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from the comparative inferiority of those instances; still more 
must I hesitate in my assent to the sentence which imiiie- 
diately follows the former citation, and which I can neither 
admit as particular fact or as general rule. "The language too 
of these men is adopted (purified indeed from what appear to 
be its real defects, from all lasting and rational causes of dislike 
or disgust), because such men hourly commimicate with the 
best objects from which the best part of language is originally 
derived; and because, from their rank in society and the same- 
ness and narrow circle of their intercourse, being less imder the 
action of social vanity, they convey their feelings and notions 
in simple and unelaborated expressions." To this I reply that a 
rustic's language, purified from all provincialism and grossness, 
and so far reconstructed as to be made consistent with the rules 
of grammar (which are in essence no other than the laws of 
universal logic, applied to psychological materials), will not 
differ from the language of any other man of common sense, 
however learned or refined he may be, except as far as the 
notions which the rustic has to convey are fewer and more in- 
discriminate. This will become still clearer if we add the con- 
sideration (equally important though less obvious) that the 
rustic, from the more imperfect development of his faculties, 
and from the lower state of their cultivation, aims almost 
solely to convey insulated facts, either those of his scanty 
experience or his traditional belief; while the educated man 
chiefly seeks to discover and express those connections of 
things, or those relative bearings of fact to fact, from which 
some more or less general law is deducible. For facts are valu- 
able to a wise man chiefly as they lead to the discovery of the 
indwelling law which is the true being of things, the sole solu- 
tion of their modes of existence, and in the knowledge of which 
consists our dignity and our power. 

As little can I agree with the assertion that from the objects 
with which the rustic hourly communicates the best part of 
language is formed. For first, if to communicate with an object 
impKes such an acquaintance with it as renders it capable of 
being discriminately reflected on, the distinct knowledge of an 
uneducated rustic would furnish a very scanty vocabulary. 
Xhe few things, and modes of action, requisite for his bodily 
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conveniences, would alone be individualized, while all the rest 
of nature would be expressed by a small number of confused 
general terms. Secondly, I deny that the words and combina- 
tions of words derived from the objects with which the rustic 
is familiar, whether with distinct or confused knowledge, can 
be justly said to form the best part of language. It is more 
than probable that many classes of the brute creation possess 
discriminating sounds, by which they can convey to each other 
notices of such objects as concern their food, shelter, or safety. 
Yet we hesitate to call the aggregate of such soimds a language, 
otherwise than metaphorically. The best part of human lan- 
guage, properly so called, is derived from reflection on the acts 
of the mind itself. It is formed by a voluntary appropriation of 
fixed s5nnbols to internal acts, to processes and results of im- 
agination, the greater part of which have no place in the con- 
sciousness of uneducated man, though in civilized society, by 
iniitation and passive remembrance of what they hear from 
their religious instructors and other superiors, the most im- 
educated share in the harvest which they neither sowed nor 
reaped. If the history of the phrases in hourly currency among 
our peasants were traced, a person not previously aware of the 
fact would be surprised at finding so large a number which three 
or four centuries ago were the exclusive property of theimiver- 
sities and the schools, and at the commencement of the Refor- 
mation had been transferred from the school to the pulpit, and 
thus gradually passed into common life. The extreme difli- 
culty, and often the impossibility, of finding words for the sim- 
plest moral and intellectual processes of the languages of un- 
civilized tribes has proved perhaps the weightiest obstacle to the 
progress of our most zealous and adroit missionaries. Yet these 
tribes are surrounded by the same nature as our peasants are, 
but in still more impressive forms, and they are, moreover, 
obliged to particularize many more of them. When, therefore, 
Mr. Wordsworth adds, ** accordingly, such a language" (mean- 
ing, as before, the language of rustic life purified from provincial- 
ism), "arising out of repeated experience and regular feelings, 
is a more permanent, and a far more philosophical language, 
than that which is frequently substituted for it by poets, who 
think they are conferring honor upon themselves and their art 
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in proportion as they indulge in arbitrary and capricious habits 
of expression," — it may be answered that the language which 
he has in view can be attributed to rustics with no greater right 
than the style of Hooker or Bacon to Tom Brown or Sir Roger 
L'Estrange. * Doubtless, if what is peculiar to each were omitted 
in each, the result must needs be the same. Further, that the 
poet who uses an illogical diction, or a style fitted to excite only 
the low and changeable pleasure of wonder by means of ground- 
less novelty, substitutes a language of folly and vanity, not for 
that of the rustic, but for that of good sense and natural feeling. 

Here let me be permitted to remind the reader that the 
positions which I controvert are contained in the sentences: 
" a selection of the real language of men " ; " the language of these 
men" (i.e. men in low and rustic life) "I propose to myself to 
imitate, and, as far as is possible, to adopt the very language of 
men." "Between the language of prose and that of metrical 
composition, there neither is nor can be any essential diflFer- 
ence." It is against these exclusively that my opposition is 
directed. 

I object, in the very first instance, to an equivocation in the 
use of the word "real." Every man's language varies, accord- 
ing to the extent of his knowledge, the activity of his faculties, 
and the depth or quickness of his feelings. Every man's lan- 
guage has, first, its individualities; secondly, the common 
properties of the class to which he belongs; and thirdly, words 
and phrases of universal use. The language of Hooker, Bacon, 
Bishop Taylor, and Burke differs from the common language 
of the learned class only by the superior number and novelty 
of the thoughts and relations which they had to convey. The 
language of Algernon Sidney differs not at all from that which 
every well-educated gentleman would wish to write, and (with 
due allowances for the imdeliberateness, and less connected 
train of thinking natural and proper to conversation) such as 
he would wish to talk. Neither one nor the other differ half so 
much from the general language of cultivated society as the 
language of Mr. Wordsworth's homeliest composition differs 
from that of a common peasant. For " real," therefore, we must 
substitute ordinary^ or lingua communis. And this, we have 

' Pamphleteers; both died in 1704. 
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proved, is no more to be found in the phraseology of low and 
rustic life than in that of any other class. Omit the peculiarities 
of each, and the result of course must be common to all. And 
assuredly the omissions and changes to be made in the language 
of rustics, before it could be transferred to any species of poem 
(except the drama or other professed imitation), are at lea^t as 
numerous and weighty as would be required in adapting to the 
same piuTX)se the ordinary language of tradesmen and manu- 
facturers. Not to mention, that the language so highly extolled 
by Mr. Wordsworth varies in every county, nay in every vil- 
lage, according to the accidental character of the clergyman, 
the existence or non-existence of schools, or even, perhaps, as 
the exciseman, pubUcan, or barber happen to be, or not to be, 
zealous politicians and readers of the weekly newspaper pro bono 
publico. Anterior to cultivation, the lingua communis of every 
country, as Dante has well observed, exists everywhere in parts, 
and nowhere as a whole. 

Neither is the case rendered at all more tenable by the words 
"in a state of excitement." For the nature of a man's words, 
where he is strongly affected by joy, grief, or anger, must 
necessarily depend on the number and quahty of the general 
truths, conceptions, and images, and of the words expressing 
them, with which his mind had been previously stored. For 
the property of passion is not to create, but to set in increased 
activity. At least, whatever new connections of thoughts or im- 
ages, or (which is equally, if not more than equally, the appro- 
priate effect of strong excitement) whatever generalizations of 
truth or experience, the heat of passion may produce, yet the 
terms of their conveyance must have pre-existed in his former 
conversations, and are only collected and crowded together by 
the unusual stimulation. It is indeed very possible to adopt in 
a poem the unmeaning repetitions, habitual phrases, and other 
blank counters, which an unfurnished or confused understand- 
ing interposes at short intervals, in order to keep hold of his 
subject, which is still slipping from him, and to give him time 
for recollection, or in mere aid of vacancy, as in the scanty com- 
panies of a country stage the same player pops backwards and 
forwards, in order to prevent the appearance of empty spaces, 
in the procession of Macbeth or Henry VIII. But what assist 
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ance to the poet, or ornament to the poem, these can suppl)r, 
I am at a loss to conjecture. Nothing assuredly can differ in. 
origin or in mode more widely from the apparent tautologies of 
intense and turbulent feeling, in which the passion is greater and 
of longer endurance than to be exhausted or satisfied by a single 
representation of the image or incident exciting it. Such repe- 
titions I admit to be a beauty of the highest kind, as illustrated 
by Mr. Wordsworth himself from the song of Deborah: "At her 
feet he bowed, he fell, he lay down; at her feet he bowed, he fell; 
where he bowed, there he fell down dead/' 

I conclude, therefore, that the attempt is impracticable, and 
that, were it not impracticable, it would still be useless. For 
the very power of making the selection implies the previous pos- 
session of the language selected. Or where can the poet have 
lived? And by what rules could he direct his choice, which 
would not have enabled him to select and arrange his words by 
the light of his own judgment? We do not adopt the language 
of a class by the mere adoption of such words exclusively as 
that class would use, or at least understand, but likewise by fol- 
lowing the order in which the words of such men are wont to 
succeed each other. Now this order, in the intercourse of un- 
educated men, is distinguished from the diction of their superi- 
ors in knowledge and power, by the greater disjunction and 
separation in the component parts of that — whatever it be — 
which they wish to communicate. There is a want of that pro- 
spectiveness of mind, that sttrvieWy which enables a man to fore- 
see the whole of what he is to convey, appertaining to any one 
point, and by this means so to subordinate and arrange the 
different parts according to their relative importance, as to 
convey it at once, and as an organized whole. 

Now I will take the first stanza, on which I have chanced to 
open, in the Lyrical Ballads, It is one the most simple and the 
least peculiar in its language. 

In distant countries have I been, 
And yet I have not often seen 
A healthy man, a man full grown, 
Weep in the public roads alone. 
But such a one, on English ground, 
And in the broad highway, I met; 
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Along the broad highway he came, 
His cheeks with tears were wet: 
Sturdy he seem'd, though he was sad; 
And in his arms a lamb he had. 

The words here are doubtless such as are current in all ranks of 
life, and of course not less so in the hamlet and cottage than in 
the shop, manufactory, college, or palace. But is this the order 
in which the rustic would have placed the words? I am griev- 
ously deceived if the following less compact mode of commenc- 
ing the same tale be not a far more faithful copy. *^ I have been 
in many parts, far and near, and I don't know that I ever saw 
before a man crying by himself in the pubUc road, a grown man, 
I mean, that was neither sick nor hurt," etc., etc. But when I 
turn to the following stanza in "The Thorn," — 

At all times of the day and night 
This wretched woman thither goes. 
And she is known to every star, 
And every wind that blows: 
And there, beside the thorn, she sits. 
When the blue daylight's in the skies, 
And when the whirlwind 's on the hill, 
Or frosty air is keen and still; 
And to herself she cries, 
" Oh misery! Oh misery! 
Oh woe is me! Oh misery! " 

and compare this with the language of ordinary men, or with 
that which I can conceive at all likely to proceed, in real life, 
from such a narrator as is supposed in the note to the poem, — 
compare it either in the succession of the images or of the 
sentences, — I am reminded of the sublime prayer and hynm 
of praise which Milton, in opposition to an established litiu'gy, 
presents as a fair specimen of common extemporary devotion, 
and such as we might expect to hear from every self-inspired 
minister of a conventicle! And I reflect with delight how little 
a mere theory, though of his own workmanship, interferes with 
the processes of genuine imagination in a man of true poetic 
genius, who possesses, as Mr. Wordsworth, if ever man did, 
most assuredly does possess, ''the vision and the faculty 
divine.'* 
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REMARKS ON THE PRESENT MODE OF CONDUCTING 

CRITICAL JOURNALS 

Long have I wished to see a fair and philosophical inquisi- 
tion into the character of Wordsworth as a poet, on the evi- 
dence of his published works, and a positive, not a comparative, 
appreciation of their characteristic excellencies, deficiencies, 
and defects. I know no claim that the mere opinion of any in- 
dividual can have to weigh down the opinion of the author him- 
self, against the probability of whose parental partiality we 
ought to set that of his having thought longer and more deeply 
on the subject. But I should call that investigation fair and 
philosophical, in which the critic annoimces and endeavours to 
estabhsh the principles which he holds for the foundation of 
poetry in general, with the specification of these in their appli- 
cation to the different classes of poetry. Having thus pre- 
pared his canons of criticism for praise and condemnation, he 
would proceed to particularize the most striking passages to 
which he deems them appKcable, faithfully noticing the fre- 
quent or infrequent recurrence of similar merits or defects, and 
as faithfully distinguishing what is characteristic from what is 
accidental, or a mere flagging of the wing. Then if his premises 
be rational, his deductions legitimate, and his conclusions justly 
applied, the reader — and possibly the poet himself — may 
adopt his judgment in the light of judgment and in the inde- 
pendence of free agency. If he has erred, he presents his errors 
in a definite place and tangible form, and holds the torch and 
guides the way to their detection. 

I most willingly admit, and estimate at a high value, the 
services which the Edinburgh Review, and others formed after- 
wards on the same plan, have rendered to society in the dif- 
fusion of knowledge. I think the conmiencement of the Edin- 
burgh Review an important epoch in periodical criticism, and 
that it has a claim upon the gratitude of the literary republic, 
and indeed of the reading public at large, for having originated 
the scheme of reviewing those books only which are susceptible 
and deserving of argumentative criticism. Not less meritorious, 
and far more faithfully and in general far more ably executed, is 
their plan of supplying the vacant place of the trash or medioc- 
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rity, wisely left to sink into oblivion by its own weight, with 
original essays on the most interesting subjects of the time, 
religious or political, in which the titles of the books or pam- 
phlets prefixed furnish only the name and occasion of the dis- 
quisition. I do not arraign the keenness or asperity of the 
danmatory style, in and for itself, as long as the author is 
addressed or treated as the mere impersonation of the work 
then under trial. I have no quarrel with them on this account, 
as long as no personal allusions are admitted, and no re-com- 
mitment (for new trial) of juvenile performances that were 
published — perhaps forgotten — many years before the com- 
mencement of the review; since for the forcing back of such 
works to public notice no motives are easily assignable but such 
as are furnished to the critic by his own personal malignity, — 
or what is still worse, by a habU of maHgnity in the form of mere 
wantonness. 

No private grudge they need, no personal spite: 
The viva sectio is its own delight! 
All enmity, all envy, they disclaim, 
Disinterested thieves of our good name: 
Cool, sober murderers of their neighbour's fame! 

S. T. C. 

Every censmre, every sarcasm respecting a publication which 
the critic, with the criticized work before him, can make good, 
is the critic's right. The writer is authorized to reply, but not 
to complain. Neither can any one prescribe to the critic how 
soft or how hard, how friendly or how bitter, shall be the 
phrases which he is to select for the expression of such repre- 
hension or ridicule. The critic must know what effect it is his 
object to produce, and with a view to this effect must he weigh 
his words. But as soon as the critic betrays that he knows more 
of his author than the author's publications could have told 
him; as soon as, from this more intimate knowledge, elsewhere 
obtained, he avails himself of the slightest trait against the 
author; his censure instantly becomes personal injury, his sar- 
casms personal insults. He ceases to be a critic, and takes 
on him the most contemptible character to which a rational 
creature can be degraded, that of a gossip, a backbiter, and 
pasquillant; but with this heavy aggravation, that he steals the 
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unquiet, the deforming passions of the world into the Museum, * 
— into the very place which, next to the chapel and oratory, 
should be our sanctuary and secure place of refuge, — oflFers 
abominations on the altar of the Muses, and makes its sacred 
paling the very circle in which he conjures up the Ijong and 
profane spirit. 

This determination of unlicensed personality, and of per- 
mitted and legitimate censure (which I owe in part to the illus- 
trious Lessing, himself a model of acute, spirited, sometimes 
stinging, but always argumentative and honorable criticism), is 
beyond controversy the true one; and though I would not my- 
self exerdse all the rights of the latter, yet, let but the former 
be excluded, I submit myself to its exerdse in the hands of 
others, without complaint and ydthout resentment. 

Let a commimication be formed between any number of 
learned men in the various branches of sdence and literature, 
and whether the president and central committee be in 
London or Edinburgh, if only they previously lay aside their 
individuality, and pledge themselves inwardly, as well as os- 
tensibly, to administer judgment according to a constitution 
and code of laws; and if by groxmding this code on the twofold 
basis of universal morals and philosophic reason, independent 
of all foreseen applications to particular works and authors, they 
obtain the right to speak each as the representative of their 
body corporate, they shall have honor and good wishes from 
me, and I shall accord to them their fair dignities, though self- 
assumed, not less cheerfully than if I could inquire concerning 
them in the Heralds' Office, or turn to them in the Book of 
Peerage. However loud may be the outcries for prevented or 
subverted reputation, however numerous and impatient the 
complaints of merciless severity and insupportable despotism, 
I shall ndther feel nor utter aught but to the defence and justi- 
fication of the critical machine. Should any literary Quixote 
find himself provoked by its sounds and regular movements, I 
should admonish him with Sancho Panza that it is no giant, but 
a windmill; there it stands on its own place, and its own hillock, 
never goes out of its way to attack any one, and to none and 
from none either gives or asks assistance. When the public press 

^ Home of the Muses. 
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has poured in any part of its produce between its millstones, it 
grinds it off, one man's sack the same as another, and with what* 
ever wind may happen to be then blowing. All the two-and- 
thirty winds are ahke its friends. Of the whole wide atmos- 
phere it does not desire a single finger-breadth more than what 
is necessary for its sails to turn roimd in. But this space must 
be left free and imimpeded. Gnats, beetles, wasps, butterflies, 
and the whole tribe of ^hemerals and insignificants, may flit 
in and out and between, may hum and buzz and jar, may shrill 
their tiny pipes and wind their puny horns, unchastised and 
unnoticed. But idlers and bravadoes of larger size and prouder 
show must beware how they place themselves within its sweep. 
Much less may they presume to lay hands on its sails, the 
strength of which is neither greater nor less than as the wind 
is which drives them round. Whomsoever the remorseless arm 
sUngs aloft, or whirls along with it in the air, he has himself 
alone to blame; though, when the same arm throws him 
from it, it will more often double than break the force of his 
fall. 

Putting aside the too manifest and frequent interference of 
national, party, and even personal predilection and aversion, 
and reserving for deeper feelings those worse and more criminal 
intrusions into the sacredness of private life, which not seldom 
merit legal rather than literary chastisement, the two principal 
objects and occasions which I find for blame and regret in the 
conduct of the review in question are: first, its unfaithfulness 
to its own announced and excellent plan, by subjecting to criti- 
cism works neither indecent nor immoral, yet of such trifling im- 
portance even in point of size, and — according to the critic's 
own verdict — so devoid of all merit, as must excite in the most 
candid mind the suspicion, either that dislike or vindictive feel- 
ings were at work, or that there was a cold prudential prede- 
termination to increase the sale of the Review by flattering the 
malignant passions of human nature. That I may not myself 
become subject to the charge which I am bringing against 
others, by an accusation without proof, I refer to the article on 
Dr. Rendel's sermons in the very first number of the Edinburgh 
as an illustration of my meaning. If in looking through all 
the succeeding volumes the reader should find this a solitary 
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instance, I must submit to that painful forfeiture of esteem 
which awaits a groundless or exaggerated charge. 

The second point of objection belongs to this review only in 
common with all other works of periodical criticism; at least 
it applies in common to the general system of all, whatever ex- 
ceptions there may be in favor of particular articles. Or if it 
attaches to the Edinburgh Remew and to its only corrival, the 
Quarterly, with any peculiar force, this results from the superi- 
ority of talent, acquirement, and information which both have 
80 undeniably displayed, and which doubtless deepens the 
regret, though not the blame. I am referring to the substitu- 
tion of assertion for argument, to the frequency of arbitrary 
and sometimes petulant verdicts, not seldom unsupported even 
by a single quotation from the work condemned, which might 
at least have explained the critic's meaning, if it did not prove 
the justice of his sentence. Even where this is not the case, the 
extracts are too often made without reference to any general 
grounds or rules from which the faultiness or inadmissibiUty 
of the qualities attributed may be deduced, and without any 
attempt to show that the quaUties are attributable to the pas- 
sage extracted. I have met with such extracts from Mr. Words- 
worth's poems, annexed to such assertions, as led me to imagine 
that the reviewer, having written his critique before he had 
read the work, had then pricked with a pin for passages where- 
with to illustrate the various branches of his preconceived opin- 
ions. By what principle of rational choice can we suppose 
a critic to have been directed (at least in a Christian co\mtry, 
and himself, we hope, a Christian), who gave the following lines, 
portraying the fervor of solitary devotion excited by the mag- 
nificent display of the Almighty's works, as a proof and exam- 
ple of an author's tendency to "downright ravings" and abso* 
lute unintelligibility ? ^ 

O then what soul was his, when on the tops 

Of the high mountains he beheld the sun 

Rise up, and bathe the world in light! He looked -^ 

Ocean and earth, the solid frame of earth, 

And ocean's liquid mass, beneath him lay 

In gladness and deep joy. The clouds were touched, 

, t That is, Jeffrey, in the Edinburgh Renew' s account of The ExcurHtm, 
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And in their silent faces did he read 
Unutterable love. Sound needed none, 
Nor any voice of joy: his spirit drank 
The spectacle! sensation, soul, and form. 
All melted into him; they swallowed up 
His animal being; in them did he live, 
And by them did he live; they were his life. 

(Excursion,) 

Can it be expected that either the author or his admireis 
should be induced to pay any serious attention to decisions 
which prove nothing but the pitiable state of the critic's own 
taste and sensibility? On opening the Review they see a favorite 
passage, of the force and truth of which they had an intuitive 
certainty in their own inward experience, confirmed — if con- 
firmation it could receive — by the sympathy of their most en- 
lightened friends, — some of whom, perhaps, even in the 
world's opinion, hold a higher intellectual rank than the critic 
himself would presume to claim. And this very passage they 
find selected as the characteristic effusion of a mind ''deserted 
by reason," as furnishing evidence that the writer was raving, 
or he could not have thus strung words together without sense 
or purpose! No diversity of taste seems capable of explaining 
such a contrast in judgment. 

That I had overrated the merit of a passage or poem, that I 
had erred concerning the degree of its excellence, I might be 
easily induced to believe or apprehend. But that lines, the 
sense of which I had analyzed and found consonant with all the 
best convictions of my understanding, and the imagery and 
diction of which had collected round these convictions my 
noblest as well as my most delightful feeUngs, — that I should 
admit such lines to be mere nonsense or lunacy, is too much 
for the most ingenious arguments to effect. But that such a 
revolution of taste should be brought about by a few broad 
assertions, seems little less than impossible. On the contrary, it 
would require an effort of charity not to dismiss the criticism 
with the aphorism of the wise man: in animam malevohm sapi- 
entia hand intrare potest. ^ 

What, then, if this very critic should have cited a large 

^ Into a malicious soul wisdom is unable to enter. 
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number of single lines, and even of large paragraphs, which he 
himself acknowledges to possess eminent and original beauty? 
What if he himself had owned that beauties as great are scat- 
tered in abimdance throughout the whole book? And yet, 
though under this impression, should have commenced his 
critique in vulgar exultation with a prophecy meant to secure 
its own fulfilment? With a ''This won't dol"^ What if, after 
such acknowledgments extorted from his own judgment, he 
should proceed from charge to charge of tameness and raving, 
flights and flatness, and at length, consigning the author to the 
house of incurables, should conclude with a strain of rudest 
contempt evidently grounded in the distempered state of his 
own moral associations? Suppose, too, all this done without 
a single leading principle established or even announced, and 
without any one attempt at argumentative deduction, though 
the poet had presented a more than usual opportunity for it, by 
having previously made public his own principles of judgment 
in poetry and supported them by a connected train of reason- 
ing. 
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SHAKESPEARE LECTURES 

[Coleridge gave courses of lectures on Shakespeare and other poets in 
various years, especially 1811-12 and 1818, and for these accumulated 
many manuscript notes, which were published in his Literary Remains, 
1836^39. Those here represented are especially associated with the lec- 
tures of 1 81 8. Coleridge's statement (p. 36) that he was the first to set 
forth the view of Shakespeare as a regular artist, working according to 
principles as susceptible of analysis as those of the classical dramatbts, 
is partly due to the suspicion that he had imbibed this view from the 
Geraian critic Schlegel, — a suspicion not yet altogether disproved J 

Shakespeare's judgment equal to his genius 

Shakespeare appears, from his Venus and Adonis and Rape 
of Lucrece alone, apart from all his great works, to have pos- 
sessed all the conditions of the true poet. Let me now proceed 
to destroy, as far as may be in my power, the popular notion 
that he was a great dramatist by mere instinct, that he grew 

^ See page 309. 
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immortal in his own despite, and sank below men of second- 
or third-rate power when he attempted aught beside the drama 
— even as bees construct their cells and manufacture their 
honey to admirable perfection, but would in vain attempt to 
build a nest. Now this mode of reconciling a compelled sense of 
inferiority with a feeling of pride began in a few pedants, who, 
having read that Sophocles was the great model of tragedy, and 
Aristotle the infallible dictator of its rules, and finding that the 
Lear, Hamlet, Othello, and other masterpieces were neither in 
imitation of Sophocles nor in obedience to Aristotle, and not 
having (with one or two exceptions) the courage to affirm that 
the delight which their country received from generation to 
generation, in defiance of the alterations of circumstances and 
habits, was wholly groundless, took upon them, as a happy 
medium and refuge, to talk of Shakespeare as a sort of beau- 
tiful lusus naturcB,^ a delightful monster, — wild, indeed, and 
without taste or judgment, but, like the inspired idiots so much 
venerated in the East, uttering, amid the strangest follies, the 
sublimest truths. In nine places out of ten in which I find his 
awful name mentioned, it is with some epithet of "wild," 
'irregular," "pure child of nature," etc. If all this be true, we 
must submit to it; though to a thinking mind it cannot but be 
painful to find any excellence, merely human, thrown out of all 
human analogy, and thereby leaving us neither rules for imita- 
tion, nor motives to imitate; but if false, it is a dangerous false- 
hood, for it affords a refuge to secret self-conceit, — enables a 
vain man at once to escape his reader's indignation by general 
swollen panegyrics, and merely by his ipse dixit to treat as 
contemptible what he has not intellect enough to comprehend, 
or soul to feel, without assigning any reason, or referring his 
opinion to any demonstrative principle; thus leaving Shake- 
speare as a sort of Grand Llama, adored indeed, and his very 
excrements prized as relics, but with no authority or real in- 
fluence. I grieve that every late voluminous edition of his 
works would enable me to substantiate the present charge with 
a variety of facts, one tenth of which would of themselves ex- 
haust the time allotted to me. Every critic who has or has not 
made a collection of black-letter books — in itself a useful and 

^ Freak of nature. 
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respectable amusement — puts on the seven-league boots of 
self-opinion, and strides at once from an illustrator into a 
supreme judge, and, blind and deaf, fills his three-ounce phial 
at the waters of Niagara, and determines positively the great- 
ness of the cataract to be neither more nor less than his three- 
ounce phial has been able to receive. 

I think this a very serious subject. It is my earnest desire — 
my passionate endeavour — to enforce, at various times and by 
various arguments and instances, the close and reciprocal con- 
nection of just taste with pure morality. Without that ac- 
quaintance with the heart of man, or that docility and childlike 
gladness to be made acquainted with it which those only can 
have who dare look at their own hearts — and that with a 
steadiness which reUgion only has the power of reconciling 
with sincere humility, — without this, and the modesty pro- 
duced by it, I am deeply convinced that no man, however wide 
his erudition, however patient his antiquarian researches, can 
possibly understand, or be worthy of understanding, the writ- 
ings of Shakespeare. 

Assuredly that criticism of Shakespeare will alone be genial 
which is reverential. The Englishman who without reverence 
— a proud and affectionate reverence — can utter the name 
of William Shakespeare, stands disquaUfied for the office of 
critic. He wants one at least of the very senses the language of 
which he is to employ, and will discourse at best but as a blind 
man, while the whole harmonious creation of Ught and shade, 
with all its subtle interchange of deepening and dissolving 
colours, rises in silence to the silent fiat of the uprising Apollo. 
However inferior in ability I may be to some who have followed 
me, I own I am proud that I was the first in time who publicly 
demonstrated, to the full extent of the position, that the sup- 
posed irregularity and extravagances of Shakespeare were the 
mere dreams of a pedantry that arraigned the eagle because 
it had not the dimensions of the swan. In all the successive 
courses of lectures delivered by me, since my first attempt at 
the Royal Institution, it has been, and it still remains, my 
object to prove that, in all points, from the most important 
to the most minute, the judgment of Shakespeare is com- 
mensurate with his genius, — nay, that his genius reveals itself 
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in his judgment as in its most exalted form. And the more 
gladly do I recur to this subject from the clear conviction 
that to judge aright, and with distinct consciousness of the 
grounds of our judgment, concerning the works of Shake- 
speare, implies the power and the means of judging rightly 
of all other works of intellect, those of abstract science alone 
excepted. . . . 

Let me, then, once more submit this question to minds 
emancipated alike from national, or party, or sectarian prej- 
udice: Are the plays of Shakespeare works of rude uncultivated 
genius, in which the splendour of the parts compensates — if 
aught can compensate — for the barbarous shapelessness and 
irregularity of the whole? Or is the form equally admirable with 
the matter, and the judgment of the great poet not less deserv- 
ing our wonder than his genius? Or, again, to repeat the ques- 
tion in other words: Is Shakespeare a great dramatic poet on 
account only of those beauties and excellences which he pos- 
sesses in common with the ancients, but with diminished claims 
to our love and honour to the full extent of his differences from 
them? Or are these very differences additional proofs of poetic 
wisdom, at once results and symbols of living power as con- 
trasted with lifeless mechanism — of free and rival originality 
as contradistinguished from servile imitation or (more ac- 
curately) a blind copying of effects instead of a true imitation 
of the essential principles? Imagine not that I am about to 
oppose genius to rules. No ! the comparative value of these rules 
is the very cause to be tried. The spirit of poetry, like all other 
living powers, must of necessity circumscribe itself by rules, 
were it only to unite power with beauty. It must embody in 
order to reveal itself; but a living body is of necessity an organ- 
ized one; and what is organization but the connection of parts 
in and for a whole, so that each part is at once end and means? 
This is no discovery of criticism; it is a necessity of the himian 
mind; and all nations have felt and obeyed it, in the invention 
of metre and measured sounds as the vehicle and involucrum ^ 
of poetry, itself a fellow-growth from the same life, even as the 
bark is to the tree. 

No work of true genius dares want its appropriate fomu 

* Envelope. 
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neither indeed is there any danger of this. As it must not, so 
genius cannot, be lawless; for it is even this that constitutes 
it genius — the power of acting creatively under laws of its 
own origination. How then comes it that not only single Zoili, * 
but whole nations, have combined in imhesitating condemna- 
tion of our great dramatist, as a sort of African nature, rich in 
beautiful monsters, — as a wild heath where islands of fertility 
look the greener from the surrounding waste, — where the love- 
liest plants now shine out among unsightly weeds, and now are 
choked by their parasitic growth, so intertwined that we cannot 
disentangle the weed without snapping the flower? In this 
statement I had no reference to the vulgar abuse of Voltaire, 
save as far as his charges are coincident with the decisions of 
Shakespeare's own commentators and (so they would tell you) 
almost idolatrous admirers. The true ground of the mistake 
lies in the confounding mechanical regularity with organic 
form. The form is mechanic, when on any given material we 
impress a predetermined form, not necessarily arising out of 
the properties of the material, — as when to a mass of wet clay 
we give whatever shape we wish it to retain when hardened. 
The organic form, on the other hand, is innate; it shapes, as it 
develops, itself from within, and the fulness of its development 
is one and the same with the perfection of its outward form. 
Such as the life is, such is the form. Nature, the prime genial 
artist, inexhaustible in diverse powers, is equally inexhaustible 
in forms; each exterior is the physiognomy of the being within, 
— its true image, reflected and thrown out from the concave 
mirror; and even such is the appropriate excellence of hei 
chosen poet, of our own Shakespeare, — himself a nature hu- 
manized, a genial understanding directing self-consciously a 
power and an implicit wisdom deeper even than our conscious- 
ness. 

I greatly dislike "beauties" and selections in general; but as 
proof positive of his imrivalled excellence, I should like to try 
Shakespeare by this criterion. Make out your amplest cata- 
logue of all the hiunan faculties, as reason or the moral law, the 
will, the feeling of the coincidence of the two (a feeling sui 
generis et demonstraiio demonstraiionufn ^) called the conscience, 

^ Critics. * Unique, and proof of proofs. 
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the understanding or prudence, wit, fancy, imagination, judg- 
ment, and then of thepbjects on which these are to be employed, 
as the beauties, the terrors, and the seeming caprices of nature, 
the realities and the capabilities — that is, the actual and the 
ideal — of the hmnan mind, conceived as an individual or as a 
social being, as in innocence or in guilt, in a play-paradise or in 
a war-field of temptation; — and then compare with Shake- 
speare under each of these heads all or any of the writers in 
prose and verse that have ever lived! Who, that is competent 
to judge, doubts the result? And ask your own hearts — ask 
your own common sense — to conceive the possibility of this 
man being — I say not the ** drunken savage " of that wretched 
sciolist ^ whom Frenchmen, to their shame, have honoured 
before their elder and better worthies — but the anomalous, 
the wild, the irregular, genius of our daily criticism! What! 
are we to have miracles in sport? Or, I speak reverently, 
does God choose idiots by whom to convey divine truths to 
man? 

CHARACTERISTICS OF SHAKESPEARE's DRAMAS 

. . . The stage in Shakespeare's time was a naked room with a 
blanket for a curtain, but he made it a field for monarchs. 
That law of unity which has its foundations, not in the facti- 
tious necessity of custom, but in nature itself, the unity of feel- 
ing, is everywhere and at all times observed by Shakespeare in 
his plays. Read Romeo and Juliet , — all is youth and spring; 
youth with its follies, its virtues, its precipitancies; spring with 
its odours, its flowers,' and its transiency; it is one and the same 
feeling that commences, goes through, and ends the play. The 
old men, the Capulets and the Montagues, are not common old 
men; they have an eagerness, a heartiness, a vehemence, the 
effect of spring; with Romeo, his change of passion, his sudden 
marriage, and his rash death, are all the effects of youth; whilst 
in Juliet love has all that is tender and melancholy in the night- 
ingale, all that is voluptuous in the rose, with whatever is sweet 
in the freshness of spring; but it ends with a long deep sigh like 
the last breeze of the Italian evening. This unity of feeling and 
character pervades every drama of Shakespeare. 

1 Voltaira. 
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It seems to me that his plays are distinguished from those of 
all other dramatic poets by the following characteristics: — 

1. Expectation in preference to surprise. It is like the true 
reading of the passage, " God said, Let there be light; and there 
was lighty^' — not, " there was light.** As the feeling with which 
we startle at a shooting star compared with that of watching 
the sunrise at the pre-established moment, such and so low is 
surprise compared with expectation. 

2. Signal adherence to the great law of nature, that all op- 
posites tend to attract and temper each other. Passion in 
Shakespeare generally displays libertinism, but involves moral- ( 
ity; and if there are exceptions to this, they are — independ- 
ently of their intrinsic value — all of them indicative of indi- t 
vidual character, and, like the farewell admonitions of a parent, 

have an end beyond the parental relation. Thus the Countess's ' 

beautiful precepts to Bertram,^ by elevating her character, 
raise that of Helena her favourite, and soften down the point in 
her which Shakespeare does not mean us not to see, but to see 
and to forgive, and at length to justify. And so it is in Polonius, 
who is the personified memory of wisdom no longer actually 
possessed. This admirable character is always misrepresented 
on the stage. Shakespeare never intended to exhibit him as a 
buffoon; for although it was natural that Hamlet — a young 
man of fire and genius, detesting formality, and disliking 
Polonius on political groimds, as imagining that he had as- 
sisted his uncle in his usurpation — should express himself 
satirically, yet this must not be taken as exactly the poet's con- 
ception of him. In Polonius a certain induration of character 
had arisen from long habits of business; but take his advice to 
Laertes, and Ophelia's reverence for his memory, and we shall 
see that he was meant to be represented as a statesman some- 
what past his faculties, — his recollections of life all full of wis- 
dom, and showing a knowledge of human nature, whilst what 
immediately takes place before him, and escapes from him, 
is indicative of weakness. But as in Homer all the deities are 
in armour, even Venus, so in Shakespeare all the characters are 
strong. Hence real folly and dulness are made by him the vehi- 
cles of wisdom. There is no difficulty for one being a fool to 

1 Airs WeU, I, i, 70-79. 
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imitate a fool; but to be, remain, and speak like a wise man and 
a great wit, and yet so as to give a vivid representation of a 
veritable fool, hie labor y hoc opus esO A drimken constable is 
not uncommon, nor hard to draw; but see and examine what 
goes to make up a Dogberry.* 

3. Keeping at all times in the high road of life. Shakespeare 
has no innocent adulteries, no interesting incests, no virtuous 
vice; he never renders that amiable which religion and reason 
alike teach us to detest, or clothes impurity in the garb of 
virtue, like Beamnont and Fletcher, the Kotzebues ' of the 
day. Shakespeare's fathers are roused by ingratitude, his 
husbands stung by unfaithfulness; in him, in short, the affec- 
tions are wounded in those points in which all may — nay, 
must — feel. Let the morality of Shakespeare be contrasted 
with that of the writers of his own or the succeeding age, or of 
those of the present day, who boast their superiority in this 
respect. No one can dispute that the result of such a compari- 
son is altogether in favour of Shakespeare; even the letters of 
women of high rank in his age were often coarser than his 
writings. If he occasionally disgusts a keen sense of delicacy, 
he never injures the mind; he neither excites nor flatters pas- 
sion, in order to degrade the subject of it; he does not use the 
faulty thing for a faulty purpose, nor carries on warfare against 
virtue by causing wickedness to appear as no wickedness, 
through the medium of a morbid sympathy with the unfortu- 
nate. In Shakespeare vice never walks as in twilight; nothing 
is purposely out of place; he inverts not the order of nature and 
propriety, — does not make every magistrate a drunkard or 
glutton, nor every poor man meek, humane, and temperate; 
he has no benevolent butchers, or sentimental rat-catchers. 

4. Independence of the dramatic interest on the plot. The 
interest in the plot is always in fact on account of the charac- 
ters, not vice versa, as in almost all other writers; the plot is a 
mere canvas and no more. Hence arises the true justification 
of the same stratagem being used in regard to Benedick and 
Beatrice, — the vanity in each being aUke. Take away from 
the Mtich Ado about Nothing all that which is not indispensa- 

» *'This is the task, this the toil." (Vergil.) * In Much Ado. 

' Kotzebue was a sensational German dramatist of the late eighteenth century 
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ble to the plot, either as having Kttle to do with it, or, at best, 
like Dogberry and his comrades, forced into the service, when 
any other less ingeniously absurd watchmen and night- 
constables would have answered the mere necessities of the 
action, — take away Benedick, Beatrice, Dogberry, and the 
reaction of the former on the character of Hero, — and what 
will remain? In other writers the main agent of the plot is 
always the prominent character; in Shakespeare it is so, or is 
not so, as the character is in itself calculated, or not calculated, 
to form the plot. Don John is the mainspring of the plot of this 
play, but he is merely shown and then withdrawn. 

5. Independence of the interest on the story as the ground- 
work of the plot. Hence Shakespeare never took the trouble 
of inventing stories. It was enough for him to select, from those 
that had been already invented or recorded, such as had one 
or other, or both, of two recommendations, — namely, suit- 
ableness to his particular purpose, and their being parts of 
popular tradition, — names of which we had often heard, and 
of their fortunes, and as to which all we wanted was, to see the 
man himself. So it is just the man himself, the Lear, the Shy- 
lock, the Richard, that Shakespeare makes us for the first time 
acquainted with. Omit the first scene in Lear, and yet every- 
thing will remain; so the first and second scenes in The Mer- 
chant of Venice, Indeed it is universally true. 

6. Interfusion of the lyrical — that which in its very essence 
is poetic — not only with the dramatic, as in the plays of Metas- 
tasio,^ where at the end of the scene comes the aria as the exit 
speech of the character, but also in and through the dramatic. 
Songs in Shakespeare are introduced as songs only, just as songs 
are in real life, beautifully as some of them are characteristic of 
the person who has sung or called for them, as Desdemona's 
'* Willow," and Ophelia's wild snatches, and the sweet carolings 
in -45 You Like It, But the whole of the Midsummer Night's 
Dream is one continued specimen of the dramatized lyrical. 
And observe how exquisitely the dramatic of Hotspur — 

Marry, and I *m glad on 't with all my heart; 
I 'd rather be a kitten and cry mew, etc. — 

melts awav into the lyric of Mortimer: — 

^ An Italian poet (1698-1782). 
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I understand thy looks; that pretty Welsh 

Which thou pour'st down from these swelling heavens 

I am too perfect in, etc. 

(j Eenry IV, Act m, Scene i.) 

7. The characters of the dramatis personce, like those in real 
life, are to be inferred by the reader; they are not told to him. 
And it is well worth remarking that Shakespeare's characters, 
like those in real life, are very commonly mismiderstood, and 
almost always understood by different persons in different 
ways. The causes are the same in either case. If you take only 
what the friends of the character say, you may be deceived, and 
still more so if that which his enemies say; nay, even the char- 
acter himself sees himself through the medium of his character, 
and not exactly as he is. Take all together, not omitting a 
shrewd hint from the clown or the fool, and perhaps your im- 
pression will be right; and you may know whether you have in 
fact discovered the poet's own idea, by all the speeches re- 
ceiving light from it, and attesting its reality by reflecting it. 

Lastly, in Shakespeare the heterogeneous is imited, as it is 
in nature. You must not suppose a pressure or passion always 
acting on or in the character; passion in Shakespeare is that by 
which the individual is distinguished from others, not that 
which makes a different kind of him. Shakespeare followed the 
main march of the himian affections. He entered into no 
analysis of the passions or faiths of men, but assured himself 
that such and such passions and faiths were grounded in our 
common nature, and not in the mere accidents of ignorance or 
disease. This is an important consideration, and constitutes 
our Shakespeare the morning star, the guide and the pioneer, of 
true philosophy. 

HAMLET 

The seeming inconsistencies in the conduct and character of 
Hamlet have long exercised the conjectural ingenuity of critics; 
and, as we are always loth to suppose that the cause of defec- 
tive apprehension is in ourselves, the mystery has been too 
commonly explained by the very easy process of setting it down 
as in fact inexplicable, and by resolving the phenomenon into 
a misgrowth or lusus of the capricious and irregular genius of 
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Shakespeare. The shallow and stupid arrogance of these vulgar 
and indolent decisions I would fain do my best to expose. I 
believe the character of Hamlet may be traced to Shakespeare's 
deep and accurate science in mental philosophy. Indeed, that 
this character must have some connection with the common 
fundamental laws of our nature may be assumed from the fact 
that Hamlet has been the darling of every country in which the 
literature of England has been fostered. In order to imder- 
stand him, it is essential that we should reflect on the constitu- 
tion of our own minds. Man is distinguished from the brute 
animals in proportion as thought prevails over sense; but in the 
healthy processes of the mind, a balance is constantly main- 
tained between the impressions from outward objects and the 
inward operations of the intellect; for if there be an over- 
balance in the contemplative faculty, man thereby becomes the 
creature of mere meditation, and loses his natural power of 
action. Now one of Shakespeare's modes of creating characters 
is to conceive any one intellectual or moral faculty in morbid 
excess, and then to place himself, Shakespeare, thus mutilated 
or diseased, under given circumstances. In Hamlet he seems to 
have wished to exempUfy the moral necessity of a due balance 
between our attention to the objects of our senses, and our medi- 
tation on the workings of our minds, — an equiUbrium between 
the real and the imaginary worlds. In Hamlet this balance is 
disturbed: his thoughts, and the images of his fancy, are far 
more vivid than his actual perceptions, and his very percep- 
tions, instantly passing through the medium of his contempla- 
tions, acquire, as they pass, a form and a colour not naturally 
their own. Hence we see a great — an almost enormous — in- 
tellectual activity, and a proportionate aversion to real action, 
consequent upon it, with all its symptoms and accompanying 
qualities. This character Shakespeare places in circumstances 
under which it is obliged to act on the spur of the moment; 
Hamlet is brave and careless of death, but he vacillates from 
sensibiUty , and procrastinates from thought, and loses the power 
of action in the energy of resolve. Thus it is that this tragedy 
presents a direct contrast to that of Macbeth; the one proceeds 
with the utmost slowness, the other with a crowded and breath- 
less rapidity. 
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The effect of this overbalance of the imaginative power is 
beautifully illustrated in the everlasting broodings and su- 
perfluous activities of Hamlet's mind, which, unseated from 
its healthy relation, is constantly occupied with the world 
within, and abstracted from the world without, — giving sub- 
stance to shadows, and throwing a mist over all commonplace 
actualities. It is the nature of thought to be indefinite; definite- 
ness belongs to external imagery alone. Hence it is that the 
sense of sublimity arises, not from the sight of an outward 
object, but from the beholder's reflection upon it, — not from 
the sensuous impression, but from the imaginative reflex. Few 
have seen a celebrated waterfall without feeling something akin 
to disappointment; it is only subsequently that the image 
comes back full into the mind, and brings with it a train of 
grand or beautiful associations. Hamlet feels this; his senses 
are in a state of trance, and he looks upon external things as 
hieroglyphics. His soliloquy — 

O that this too too solid flesh would melt! etc. — 

springs from that craving after the indefinite — for that which 
is not — which most easily besets men of genius; and the self- 
delusion common to this temper of mind is finely exemplified 
in the character which HanJet gives of himself: 

It cannot be 
But I am pigeon-liver'd, and lack gall 
To make oppression bitter. 

He mistakes the seeing his chains for the breaking them, delays 
action till action is of no use, and dies the victim of mere cir- 
cumstance and accident.^ 

^ With this compare a remark recorded in the Table Talk of Coleridge: "[Hamlet] does 
not want courage, skill, will, or opportunity; but every incident sets him thinking; and it 
b curious, and at the same time strictly natural, that Hamlet, who all the play seems 
reason itself, should be imi)elled at last by mere accident to effect his object. I have 
a smack of Hamlet myself, if I may say so." 

Compare also, for the further illustration of Coleridge's whole doctrine as to Shake- 
speare, a passage in Collier's notes of the seventh lecture in his course on Shakeqseaie 
and Milton (1811-12): 

" Shakespeare knew the human mind, and its most minute and intimate workings, 
and he never introduces a word or a thought in vain or out of place. If we do not under- 
stand him, it is our fault or the fault of cop3rists or typographers; but study, and the 
possession of some small stock of the knowledge by which he worked, will enable us often 
to detect and explain his meaning. He never wrote at random, or hit upon points of 
character and conduct by chance; and the smallest fragment of his mind not unfre* 
qoently gives a due to a most perfect, regular, and consistent whole." 



CHARLES LAMB 

ON THE TRAGEDIES OF SHAKESPEARE 

CONSIDERED WITH REFERENCE TO THEIR FITNESS FOR STAGE 

REPRESENTATION 

I8l2 

[This early example of Lamb's dramatic criticism appeared in No. 4 
of Leigh Hunt's journal The Reflector, The paper opens with a criticism of 
the tomb of Garrick in Westminster Abbey, and a denial of the right of the 
actor to a position of honour comparable to that of the dramatist.] 

... It may seem a paradox, but I camiot help being of the 
opinion that the plays of Shakespeare are less calculated for 
performance on a stage than those of almost any other drama- 
tist whatever. Their distinguishing excellence is a reason that 
they should be so; there is so much in them which comes not 
under the province of acting, with which eye and tone and ges- 
ture have nothing to do. 

The glory of the scenic art is to personate passion, and the 
turns of passion; and the more coarse and palpable the pas* 
sion is, the more hold upon the eyes and ears of the spectators 
the performer obviously possesses. For this reason scolding 
scenes, scenes where two persons talk themselves into a fit of 
fury, and then in a surprising manner talk themselves out of 
it again, have always been the most popular upon our stage. 
And the reason is plain, — because the spectators are here 
most palpably appealed to; they are the proper judges in this 
war of words, they are the legitimate ring that should be formed 
round such "intellectual prize-fighters." Talking is the direct 
object of the imitation here. But in all the best dramas, and in 
Shakespeare above all, how obvious it is that the form of speak- 
ing, whether it be in soliloquy or dialogue, is only a medium — 
and often a highly artificial one — for putting the reader or 
spectator into possession of that knowledge of the inner struc- 
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ture and workings of mind in a character, which he could other- 
wise never have arrived at in that form of composition by any 
gift short of intuition. We do here as we do with novels written 
in the epistolary form. How many improprieties, perfect sole- 
cisms in letter-writing, do we put up with in Clarissa,^ and other 
books, for the sake of the delight which that form upon the 
whole gives us! 

But the practice of stage representation reduces every thing 
to a controversy of elocution. Every character, from the bois- 
terous blasphemings of Bajazet * to the shrinking timidity of 
womanhood, must play the orator. The love dialogues of 
Romeo and Juliet, those silver-sweet soimds of lovers' tongues 
by night; the more intimate and sacred sweetness of nuptial col- 
loquy between an Othello or a Posthumus with their married 
wives; all those delicacies which are so delightful in the reading, 
as when we read of those youthful dalliances in Paradise — 

Asbeseem'd 
Fair couple link'd in happy nuptial league 
Alone; 

— by the inherent fault of stage representation, how are these 
things sullied and turned from their very nature by being ex- 
posed to a large assembly; when such speeches as Imogen ad- 
dresses to her lord come drawling out of the mouth of a hired 
actress, whose courtship, though nominally addressed to the 
personated Posthumus, is manifestly aimed at the !^>ectators, 
who are to judge of her endearments and her returns of love! 

The character of Hamlet is perhaps that by which, since the 
days of Betterton, a succession of popular p>erformers have had 
the greatest ambition to distinguish themselves. The length of 
the part may be one of their reasons. But for the character 
itself, we find it in a play, and therefore we judge it a fit subject 
of dramatic representation. The play itself abounds in max- 
ims and reflections beyond any other, and therefore we con- 
sider it as a proper vehicle for conveying moral instruction. 
But Hamlet himself — what does he suffer meanwhile by being 
dragged forth as a public schoolmaster, to give lectures to the 
crowd! Why, nine parts in ten of what Hamlet does are trans- 

^ Ricfaardaon's Oanssa Hariawe, 1748. * In Marlowe's Tamhurioim. 
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actions between himself and his moral sense; they are the effu- 
sions of his solitary musings, which he retires to holes and 
corners and the most sequestered parts of the palace to pour 
forth; or rather, they are the silent meditations with which his 
bosom is bursting, reduced to words for the sake of the reader, 
who must else remain ignorant of what is passing there. These 
profound sorrows, these light-and-noise-abhorring ruminations, 
which the tongue scarce dares utter to deaf walls and chambers, 
how can they be represented by a gesticulating actor, who 
comes and mouths them out before an audience, making four 
hundred people his confidants at once? I say not that it is the 
fault of the actor so to do ; he must pronounce them ore rotundo ; ^ 
he must accompany them with his eye; he must insinuate them 
into his auditory by some trick of eye, tone, or gesture, — or he 
fails. He must be thinking all the while of his appearance, be- 
cause he knows that all the while the spectators are judging of 
it. And this is the way to represent the shy, negUgent, retiring 
Hamlet! . . . 

Among the distinguishing features of that wonderful char- 
acter, one of the most interesting (yet painful) is that soreness 
of mind which makes him treat the intrusions of Polonius with 
harshness, and that asperity which he puts on in his inter- 
views with Ophelia. These tokens of an imhinged mind (if they 
be not mixed in the latter case with a profound artifice of love, 
to alienate Ophelia by affected discourtesies, so to prepare her 
mind for the breaking off of that loving intercourse which can 
no longer find a place amidst business so serious as that which 
he has to do) are parts of his character, which to reconcile with 
our admiration of Hamlet, the most patient consideration of his 
situation is no more than necessary; they are what we forgive 
afterwards, and explain by the whole of his character, but at 
the time they are harsh and unpleasant. Yet such is the actor^s 
necessity of giving strong blows to the audience, that I have 
never seen a player in this character who did not exaggerate and 
strain to the utmost these ambiguous features, — these tempo- 
rary deformities in the character. They make him express a 
vulgar scorn at Polonius which utterly degrades his gentility, 
and which no explanation can render palatable; they make him 

* SoDorously. 
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show contempt and curl up the nose at Ophelia's father, — con- 
tempt in its very grossest and most hateful form; but they get 
applause by it, — it is natural, people say; that is, the words 
are scornful, and the actor expresses scorn, and that they can 
judge of; but why so much scorn, and of that sort, they never 
think of asking. 

So to Ophelia. All the Hamlets that I have ever seen rant 
and rave at her as if she had committed some great crime, and 
the audience are highly pleased, because the words of the part 
are satirical, and they are enforced by the strongest expression 
of satirical indignation of which the face and voice are capable. 
But then, whether Hamlet is likely to have put on such brutal 
appearances to a lady whom he loved so dearly, is never thought 
on. The truth is that in all such deep affections as had sub- 
sisted between Hamlet and Ophelia, there is a stock of supere- 
rogatory love (if I may venture to use the expression), which in 
any great grief of heart, especially where that which preys upon 
the mind cannot be communicated, confers a kind of indulgence 
upon the grieved party to express itself, even to its heart's 
dearest object, in the language of a temporary alienation; 
but it is not alienation, — it is a distraction purely, and so it 
always makes itself to be felt by that object; it is not anger, 
but grief assuming the appearance of anger, — love awkwardly 
cotmterfeiting hate, as sweet countenances when they try to 
frown; but such sternness and fierce disgust as Hamlet is made 
to show is no counterfeit, but the real face of absolute aversion 
— of irreconcilable alienation. It may be said he puts on the 
madman; but then he should only so far put on this counterfeit 
lunacy as his own real distraction will give him leave, — that 
is, incompletely, imperfectly, not in that confirmed, practiced 
way, like a master of his art, or as Dame Quickly would say, 
"like one of those harlotry players." . . . 

We have seen the part of Richard [the Third] lately produce 
great fame to an actor ^ by his manner of playing it, and it lets 
us into the secret of acting, and of popular judgments of Shake- 
speare derived from acting. Not one of the spectators who have 
witnessed Mr. C/s exertions in that part but has come away 
with a proper conviction that Richard is a very wicked man, 

^ G. F. Cooke. 
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and kills little children in their beds, with something like the 
pleasure which the giants and ogres in children's books are 
represented to have taken in that practice; moreover, that he is 
very close and shrewd, and devilish cunning, for you could see 
that by his eye. But is, in fact, this the impression we have in 
reading the Richard of Shakespeare? Do we feel anything like 
disgust, as we do at that butcher-like representation of him that 
passes for him on the stage? A horror at his crimes blends with 
the effect that we feel; but how is it qualified, how is it carried 
off, by the rich intellect which he displays, — his resources, his 
wit, his buoyant spirits, his vast knowledge and insight into 
characters, the poetry of his part, — not an atom of all which is 
made perceivable in Mr. C.'s way of acting it. Nothing but his 
crimes, his actions, is visible; they are prominent and staring. 
The murderer stands out; but where is the lofty genius, the man 
of vast capacity, — the profoimd, the witty, accomplished 
Richard? 

The truth is, the characters of Shakespeare are so much the 
objects of meditation rather than of interest or curiosity as to 
their actions, that while we are reading any of his great crim- 
inal characters — Macbeth, Richard, even lago — we think 
not so much of the crimes which they commit as of the 
ambition, the aspiring spirit, the intellectual activity, which 
prompts them to overleap these moral fences. . . . But when we 
see these things represented, the acts which they do are com- 
paratively everything, their impulses nothing. The state of 
sublime emotion into which we are elevated by those images of 
night and horror which Macbeth is made to utter, that solemn 
prelude with which he entertains the time till the bell shall 
strike which is to call him to murder Duncan, — when we no 
longer read it in a book, when we have given up that vantage- 
ground of abstraction which reading possesses over seeing, and 
come to see a man in his bodily shape before our eyes actually 
preparing to commit a murder, if the acting be true and im- 
pressive, as I have witnessed it in Mr. K 's ^ performance of 

that part, the painful anxiety about the act, the natural longing 
to prevent it while it yet seems unperpetrated, the too close- 
pressing semblance of reality, give a pain and an imeasiness 

^ Kemble. 
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which totally destroy all the delight which the words in the 
book convey, where the deed doing never presses upon us with 
the painful sense of presence: it rather seems to belong to 
history, — to something past and inevitable, if it has anything 
to do with time at all. The sublime images, the poetry alone, is 
that which is present to our minds in the reading. 

So to see Lear acted, — to see an old man tottering about the 
stage with a walking-stick, turned out of doors by his daughters 
in a rainy night, ha^ nothing in it but what is painful and dis- 
gusting. We want to take him into shelter and relieve him. 
That is all the feeling which the acting of Lear ever produced in 
me. But the Lear of Shakespeare cannot be acted. The con- 
temptible machinery by which they mimic the storm which he 
goes out in, is not more inadequate to represent the horrors 
of the real elements, than any actor can be to represent Lear: 
they might more easily propose to personate the Satan of 
Milton upon a stage, or one of Michael Angelo's terrible figures. 
The greatness of Lear is not in corporal dimension, but in in- 
tellectual; the explosions of his passion are terrible as a volcano; 
they are storms turning up and disclosing to the bottom that 
sea, his mind, with all its vast riches. It is his mind which is 
laid bare. This case of flesh and blood seems too insignificant 
to be thought on, — even as he himself neglects it. On the stage 
we see nothing but corporal infirmities and weakness, the im- 
potence of rage; while we read it, we see not Lear, but we are 
Lear: we are in his mind, we are sustained by a grandeur which 
baffles the malice of daughters and storms. In the aberrations 
of his reason we discover a mighty irregular power of reasoning, 
immethodized from the ordinary purposes of life, but exerting 
its powers, as the wind blows where it listeth, at will upon the 
corruptions and abuses of mankind. What have looks, or tones, 
to do with that sublime identification of his age with that of the 
heavens themselves, when, in his reproaches to them for con- 
niving at the injustice of his children, he reminds them that 
" they themselves are old "? What gesture shall we appropriate 
to this? What has the voice or the eye to do with such things? 
But the play is beyond all art, as the tamperings with it show; 
it is too hard and stony; it must have love-scenes, and a happy 
ending. It is not enough that Cordelia is a daughter: she must 



52 CHARLES LAMB 

shine as a lover too. Tate has put his hook in the nostrils of 
this leviathan,* for Garrick and his followers, the show-men of 
the scene, to draw the mighty beast about more easily. A happy 
ending! — as if the living martyrdom that Lear had gone 
through, the flaying of his feelings alive, did not make a fair 
dismissal from the stage of life the only decorous thing for him. 
If he is to live and be happy after, if he could sustain this 
world's burden after, why all this pudder and preparation, — 
why torment us with all this unnecessary sympathy? As if the 
childish pleasure of getting his gilt robes and sceptre again 
could tempt him to act over again his misused station! — as if, 
at his years and with his experience, anything was left but to 
die! 

Lear is essentially impossible to be represented on a stage. 
But how many dramatic personages are therein Shakespeare 
which, though more tractable and feasible (if I may so speak) 
than Lear, yet from some circumstance, some adjunct to their 
character, are improper to be shown to our bodily eye ! Othello, 
for instance. Nothing can be more soothing, more flattering to 
the nobler parts of our natures, than to read of a young Vene- 
tian lady of highest extraction, through the force of love and 
from a sense of merit in him whom she loved, laying aside every 
consideration of kindred and country and colour, and wedding 
with a "coal-black Moor" (for such he is represented, in the 
imperfect state of knowledge respecting foreign countries in 
those days, compared with our own, or in compliance with pop- 
ular notions, though the Moors are now well enough known 
to be by many shades less unworthy of a white woman's fancy) ; 
— it is the perfect triumph of virtue over accidents, of the im- 
agination over the senses. She sees Othello's colour in his mind. 
But upon the stage, when the imagination is no longer the rul- 
ing faculty, but we are left to our poor unassisted senses, I ap- 
peal to every one that has seen Othello played, whether he did 
not, on the contrary, sink Othello's mind in his colour, — 
whether he did not find something extremely revolting in the 
courtship and wedded caresses of Othello and Desdemona, 
and whether the actual sight of the thing did not overweigh all 

^ Tate altered Leatj in the late seventeenth centuiy, and his vemon held the stage 
for a century and a half. 
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that beautiful compromise which we make in reading. And the 
reason it should do so is obvious, — because there is just so 
much reality presented to our senses as to give a perception of 
disagreement, with not enough of belief in the internal mo- 
tives — all that which is unseen — to overpower and reconcile 
the first and obvious prejudices.^ What we see upon a stage is 
body and bodily action; what we are conscious of in reading is 
almost exclusively the mind and its movements; and tiiis I 
think may sufficiently account for the very different sort of de- 
light with which the same play so often affects us in the reading 
and the seeing. ... 

Is The Tempest of Shakespeare at all a fit subject for stage 
representation? It is one thing to read of an enchanter, and to 
believe the wondrous tale while we are reading it; but to have 
a conjurer brought before us in his conjuring-gown, witii his 
spirits about him, which none but himself and some hundred of 
favoured spectators before the curtain are supposed to see, in- 
volves such a quantity of tiie hateftU incredible that all our 
reverence for the autiior cannot hinder us from perceiving such 
gross attempts upon the senses to be in the highest degree 
childish and inefficient. Spirits and fairies cannot be repre- 
sented; they cannot even be painted; they can only be believed. 
But the elaborate and anxious provision of scenery, which the 
luxury of the age demands, in these cases works a quite con- 
trary effect to what is intended. That which in comedy, or 
plays of familiar life, adds s6 much to the life of tiie imitation, 
in plays which appeal to the hfgfe* f aiculties positively destroys 
the illusion which it is introduced to' ^. A parlour or a draw- 
ing-room — a library opening into a gaf<d!en — a garden witii an 
alcove in it — a street, or the pia2f^ 6f Covent Garden, does 
well enough in a scene; we are content to give as much credit 
to it as it demands, or rather, we think littie about it, — it is 
littiemore tiian reading at tiie top of a page, "Scene, a garden "; 

^ The error of supposing that, because Othello's colour does not offend us in the 
reading; it should also not offend us in the seeing, is just such a fallacy as supposing that 
an Adam and Eve in a picture shall affect us just as they do in the poem. But in the 
poem we for a while have Paradisaical senses given us, which vanish when we see a man 
and his wife without clothes in the picture. The painters themselves feel this, as is 
apparent by the awkward shifts they have recourse to, to make them look not quite 
naked, — by a sort of prophetic anachronism antedating the invention of fig-leaves. So 
in the reading of the play we see with Desdemona^s eyes; in the seeing of it we are forced 
to look with our own. [Lamb's note.1 
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we do not imagine ourselves there, but we readily admit the 
imitation of familiar objects. But to think by the help of 
painted trees and caverns, which we know to be painted, to 
transport our minds to Prospero and his island and his lonely 
cell,^ or by the aid of a fiddle dexterously thrown in, in the 
interval of speaking, to make us believe that we hear those 
supernatural noises of which the isle was full, — the Orrery 
Lecturer at the Haymarket might as well hope, by his musical 
glasses cleverly stationed out of sight behind his apparatus, to 
make us believe that we do indeed hear the crystal spheres ring 
out that chime which, if it were to enwrap our fancy long, 
Milton thinks, 

Time would run back and fetch the age of gold, 

And speckled Vanity 

Would sicken soon and die, 

And leprous sin would melt from earthly mould; 

Yea, Hell itself would pass away. 

And leave its dolorous mansions to the peering day. 

The garden of Eden, with our first parents in it, is not more 
impossible to be shown on a stage than the Enchanted Isle, 
with its no less interesting and innocent first settlers. 

The subject of scenery is closely connected with that of the 
dresses, which are so anxiously attended to on our stage. I 
remember the last time I saw Macbeth played, the discrepancy 
I felt at the changes of garment which he varied, the shiftings 
and reshiftings, like a Romish priest at mass. The luxury of 
stage improvements, and the importunity of the public eye, 
require this. The coronation robe of the Scottish monarch was 
fairly a counterpart to that which our King wears when he goes 
to the Parliament House, just so full and cumbersome, and set 
out with ermine and pearls. And if things must be represented, 
I see not what to find fault with in this. But in reading, what 
robe are we conscious of? Some dim images of royalty — a 
crown and sceptre — may float before our eyes; but who shall 
describe the fashion of it? Do we see in our mind^s eye what 

1 It will be said these things are done in pictures. But pictures and scenes are very 
different things. Painting is a world of itself, but in scene-painting there is the attempt 
to deceive; and there is the discordancy, never to be got over, between painted sceaei 
and real people. [Lamb's note.1 
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Webb or any other robe-maker could pattern? This is the inev- 
itable consequence of imitating everything, to make all things 
natural. Whereas the reading of a tragedy is a fine abstraction. 
It presents to the fancy just so much of external appearances 
as to make us feel that we are among flesh and blood, while by 
far the greater and better part of our imagination is employed 
upon the thoughts and internal machinery of the character. 
But in acting, scenery, dress> the most contemptible things, 
call upon us to judge of their naturalness. . . . 



CHRIST'S HOSPITAL FIVE AND THIRTY YEARS 

AGO 

1820 

[Published in the November number of the London Magazine^ with the 
signature '' Elia." In the opening paragraph Lamb refers to an earlier essay 
on the subject, " Recollections of Christ's Hospital," which he had pub- 
lished in his own name. He now assumes in part the character and situa- 
tion of the boy Coleridge, who had no friends in London. Christ's Hos- 
pital was an endowed charity school; Lamb entered it at the age of seven 
and a half, Coleridge (at the same time) at the age of ten.] 

In Mr. Lamb's "Works," published a year or two since, I 
find a magnificent eulogy on my old school, such as it was, or 
now appears to l^irn to have been, between the years 1782 and 
1789. It happens, very oddly, that my own standing at Christ's 
was nearly corresponding with his; and, with all gratitude to 
him for his enthusiasm for the cloisters, I think he has con- 
trived to bring together whatever can be said in praise of them,- 
dropping all the other side of the argument most ingeniously. 

I remember L. at school; and can well recollect that he had 
some peculiar advantages, which I and others of his school- 
fellows had not. His friends lived in town, and were near at 
hand; and he had the privilege of going to see them, almost as 
often as he wished, through some invidious distinction, which 
was denied to us. The present worthy sub-treasurer to the 
Inner Temple can explain how that happened. He had his tea 
and hot rolls in a morning, while we were battening upon our 
quarter of a penny loaf — our crug — moistened with attenu- 
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ated small beer, in wooden piggins, smacking of the pitx:hed 
leathern jack it was poured from. Our Monday's milk porritch, 
blue and tasteless, and the pease soup of Saturday, coarse and 
choking, were enriched for him with a slice of ''extraordinary 
bread and butter," from the hot-loaf of the Temple. The Wed- 
nesday's mess of millet, somewhat less repugnant (we had three 
banyan to four meat days in the week) was endeared to his 
palate with a lump of double-refined, and a smack of ginger (to 
make it go down the more gUbly) or the fragrant dnnamon. 
In lieu of our half -pickled Simdays, or quite fresh boiled beef on 
Thursdays (strong as caro e^M^na^), with detestable marigolds 
floating in the pail to poison the broth — our scanty mutton 
crags on Fridays — and rather more savoury, but grudging, por- 
tions of the same flesh, rotten-roasted or rare, on the Tuesdays 
(the only dish which excited our appetites, and disappointed our 
stomachs, in almost equal proportion) — he had his hot plate 
of roast veal, or the more tempting griskin (exotics unknown to 
our palates), cooked in the paternal kitchen (a great thing), 
and brought In'm daily by his maid or aunt! I remember the 
good old relative (in whom love forbade pride) squatting down 
upon some odd stone in a by-nook of the cloisters, disclosing 
the viands (of higher regale than those cates which the ravens 
ministered to the Tishbite) ; and the contending passions of L. 
at the tmfolding. There was love for the bringer; shame for the 
thing brought, and the manner of its bringing; sympathy for 
those who were too many to share in it; and, at top of all, 
hunger (eldest, strongest of the passions!) predominant, break- 
ing down the stony fences of shame, and awkwardness, and a 
troubling over-consdousness. 

I was a poor friendless boy. My parents, and those who 
should care for me, were far away. Those few acquaintances 
of theirs, which they coiild reckon upon being kind to me in the 
great dty, after a little forced notice, which they had the grace 
to take of me on my first arrival in town, soon grew tired of my 
holiday visits. They seemed to them to recur too often, thou^ 
I thought them few enough; and, one after another, they all 
iailed me, and I felt myself alone among six hundred playmates. 

O the cruelty of separating a poor lad from his early home- 

* Horae-flesh. 
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stead! The yearnings which I used to have towards it in those 
unfledged years! How, in my dreams, would my native town 
(far in the west) come back, with its church, and trees, and 
faces! How I would wake weeping, and in the anguish of my 
heart exclaim upon sweet Calne in Wiltshire! 

To this late hour of my life, I trace impressions left by the 
recollection of those friendless holidays. The long warm days 
of smnmer never return but they bring with them a gloom from 
the haimting memory of those whole-day-leaves, when, by some 
strange arrangement, we were turned out, for the live-long day, 
upon our own hands, whether we had friends to go to, or none. 
I remember those bathing excursions to the New River, which 
L. recalls with such relish, better, I think, than he can — for 
he was a home-seeking lad, and did not much care for such 
water-pastimes: — how merrily we would sally forth into the 
fields; and strip under the first warmth of the sun; and wanton 
like yotmg dace in the streams; getting us appetites for noon, 
whidh those of us that were penniless (our scanty morning crust 
long since exhausted) had not the means of allaying — while 
the cattle, and the birds, and the fishes, were at feed about us, 
and we had nothing to satisfy our cravings — the very beauty 
of the day, and the exercise of the pastime, and the sense of 
Kberty, setting a keener edge upon them! — How faint and 
languid, finally we would return, towards nightfall, to our de- 
sired morsel, half-rejoidng, half -reluctant, that the hours of our 
uneasy liberty had expired! 

It was worse in the days of winter, to go prowling about the 
streets objectless — shivering at cold windows of print-shops, 
to extract a little amusement; or haply, as a last resort, in 
the hope of a little novelty, to pay a fifty-times repeated visit 
(where our individual faces should be as well known to the 
warden as those of his own charges) to the Lions in the Tower 
— to whose lev6e, by courtesy immemorial, we had a prescrip- 
tive title to admission. 

L.'s governor (so we called the patron who presented ^ us to 
Ae fotmdation) lived in a manner under his paternal roof. Any 
complaint which he had to make was sure of being attended to. 
This was imderstood at Christ's, and was an effectual screen to 

^ Appointed. 
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him against the severity of masters, or worse tyramiy of the 
monitors. The oppressions of these young brutes are heart- 
sickening to call to recollection. I have been called out of my 
bed, and waked for the purpose, in the coldest winter nights 
— and this not once, but night after night — in my shirt, to 
receive the discipline of a leathern thong, with eleven other 
suflFerers, because it pleased my callow overseer, when there had 
been any talking heard after we were gone to bed, to make the 
six last beds in the dormitory, where the youngest children of us 
slept, answerable for an offence they neither dared to commit 
nor had the power to hinder. The same execrable tyranny 
drove the yoimger part of us from the fires, when our feet were 
perishing with snow; and imder the crudest penalties, forbade 
the indulgence of a drink of water, when we lay in sleepless 
sxunmer nights, fevered with the season and the day's sports. 

There was one H ,i who, I learned, in after days, was 

seen expiating some maturer offence in the hulks. (Do I flatter 
myself in fancying that this might be the planter of that name, 
who suffered — at Nevis, I think, or St. Kitts, — some few 
years since? My friend Tobin was the benevolent instru- 
ment of bringing him to the gallows.) This petty Nero actually 
branded a boy, who had offended him, with a red-hot iron; and 
nearly starved forty of us, with exacting contributions, to the 
one half of our bread, to pamper a young ass, which, incredible 
as it may seem, with the connivance of the nurse's daughter (a 
young flame of his) he had contrived to smuggle in, and keep 
upon the leads of the ward, as they called our dormitories. This 
game went on for better than a week, till the foolish beast, not 
able to fare well but he must cry roast meat — happier than 
CaKgula's minion,^ could he have kept his own counsel — but, 
foolisher, alas! than any of his species in the fables — waxing 
fat, and kicking, in the fulness of bread, one imlucky minute 
would needs proclaim his good fortune to the world below; and, 
laying out his simple throat, blew such a ram's horn blast, as 
(toppling down the walls of his own Jericho) set concealment 
any longer at defiance. The client was dismissed, with certain 
attentions, to Smithfield; but I never understood that the 

^ Hodges. (These names were supplied by Lamb in a manuscript key.) 
' A horse which Caligula made chief consul. 
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patron underwent any censure on the occasion. This was in the 
stewardship of L.'s admired Perry. 

Under the sdjoat facile administration, can L. have forgotten 
the cool impunity with which the nurses used to carry away 
openly, in open platters, for their own tables, one out of two 
of every hot joint, which the careful matron had been seeing 
scrupulously weighed out for our dinners? These things were 
daily practised in that magnificent apartment, which L. (grown 
connoisseur since, we presiune) praises so highly for the grand 
paintings "by Verrio, and others," with which it is "htmg 
round and adorned." But the sight of sleek, well-fed blue-coat 
boys in pictures was, at that time, I believe, little consolatory 
to him, or us, the living ones, who saw the better part of our 
provisions carried away before our faces by harpies, and oux* 
selves reduced (with the Trojan in the hall of Dido) 

To feed our mind with idle portraiture. 

L. has recorded the repugnance of the school to gags or the 
fat of fresh beef boiled; and sets it down to some superstition. 
But these unctuous morsels are never grateful to young palates 
(children are universally fat-haters) and in strong, coarse, 
boiled meats, unsalted, are detestable. A gag-eater in our time 
was equivalent to a ghoul, and held in equal detestation. 
suffered under the imputation. 

— Twas said 
He ate strange flesh. 

He was observed, after dinner, carefully to gather up the 
remnants left at his table (not many, nor very choice fragments, 
you may credit me) — and, in an especial manner, these dis- 
reputable morsels, which he would convey away, and secretly 
stow in the settle that stood at his bedside. None saw when he 
ate them. It was rmnoured that he privately devoured them in 
the night. He was watched, but no traces of such midnight 
practices were discoverable. Some reported that, on leave-days, 
he had been seen to carry out of the bounds a large blue check 
handkerchief, full of something. This then must be the accursed 
thing. Conjecture next was at work to imagine how he could 
dispose of it. Some said he sold it to the beggars. This belief 
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generally prevailed. He went about moping. None spake to 
him. No one would play with him. He was excommunicated; 
put out of the pale of the school. He was too powerful a boy to 
be beaten, but he imderwent every mode of that negative pun- 
ishment, which is more grievous than many stripes. Still he 
persevered. At length he was observed by two of his school- 
fellows, who were determined to get at the secret, and had 
traced him one leave-day for that purpose, to enter a large worn- 
out building, such as there exist specimens of in Chancery Lane, 
which are let out to various scales of pauperism, with open door 
and a common staircase. After him they silently slunk in, and 
followed by stealth up four flights, and saw him tap at a poor 
wicket, which was opened by an aged woman, meanly clad. 
Suspicion was now ripened into certainty. The informers had 
seciured their victim. They had him in their toils. Accusation 
was formally preferred, and retribution most signal was looked 
for. Mr. Hathaway, the then steward (for this happened a little 
after my time), with that patient sagacity which tempered all 
his conduct, determined to investigate the matter, before he 
proceeded to sentence. The result was, that the supposed 
mendicants, the receivers or purchasers of the mysterious 

scraps, turned out to be the parents of , an honest couple 

come to decay, — whom this seasonable supply had, in all 
probability, saved from mendicancy; and that this young stork, 
at the expense of his own good name, had all this while been 
only feeding the old birds! — The governors on this occasion, 
much to their honour, voted a present relief to the family of 

, and presented him with a silver medal. The lesson 

which the steward read upon rash judgment, on the occasion 

of publicly delivering the medal to , I believe, would 

not be lost upon his auditory. — I had left school then, but I 

well remember . He was a tall, shambling youth, with 

a cast in his eye, not at all calculated to conciliate hostile preju- 
dices. I have since seen him carrying a baker's basket. I think 
I heard he did not do quite so well by himself as he had done 
by the old folks. . . . 
First Grecian* of my time was Lancelot Pepys Stevens, 

^ The Gredans were incked scholars selected for recommendation to the University 
ind the Church. 
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kindest of boys and men, since Co-grammar-master (and in- 
separable companion) with Dr. T e.^ What an edifying 

spectacle did this brace of friends present to those who remem- 
bered the anti-sodalities of their predecessors! — You never 
met the one by chance in the street without a wonder, which 
was quickly dissipated by the almost immediate sub-appear- 
ance of the other. Generally arm in arm, these kindly coadju- 
tors lightened for each other the toilsome duties of their pro- 
fession, and when, in advanced age, one foimd it convenient 
to retire, the other was not long in discovering that it suited 
him to lay down the fasces * also. Oh, it is pleasant, as it is 
rare, to find the same arm linked in yours at forty, which 
at thirteen helped it to turn over the Cicero De Afnicitia, or 
some tale of Antique Friendship, which the yotmg heart even 
then was burning to anticipate! — Co-Grecian with S. was 
Th ,' who has since executed with ability various diplo- 
matic fimctions at the Northern courts. Th was a tall, 

dark, satiunine youth, sparing of speech, with raven locks. — 
Thomas Fanshaw Middleton followed him (now Bishop of 
Calcutta), a scholar and a gentleman in his teens. He has the 
reputation of an excellent critic; and is author (besides the 
Country Spectator) of a Treatise on the Greek Article, against 
Sharpe. M. is said to bear his mitre high in India, where the 
regni novitas * (I dare say) sufficiently justifies the bearing. A 
humility quite as primitive as that of Jewel or Hooker * might 
not be exactly fitted to impress the minds of those Anglo- 
Asiatic diocesans with a reverence for home institutions, and 
the church which those fathers watered. The manners of M. 
at school, though firm, were mild and unassuming. — Next to 
M. (if not senior to him) was Richards, author of the "Abo- 
siginal Britons," the most spirited of the Oxford Prize Poems; 
a pale, studious Grecian. — Then followed poor S , fil- 
iated M ! • of these the Muse is silent. 

Finding some of Edward's race 
Unhappy, pass their annals by.' 

S TioDope. * Symbol of office. ' Tlionitoii. 

^ Newness of the reign. (Vergil.) * A bishop of the sixteenth oentmy. 

* The key notes: " Scott, died in Bedlam " [the insane asylum]; " Maunder, dismimed 
0d)ooL" 
' Adapted Ixom a poem of Prior's. 
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Come back into memory, like as thou wert in the dayspring 
of thy fancies, with hope like a fiery column before thee — the 
dark pillar not yet turned — Samuel Taylor Coleridge — 
Logician, Metaphysician, Bard ! — How have I seen the casual 
passer through the Cloisters stand still, entranced with admira- 
tion (while he weighed the disproportion between the speech 
and the garb of the young Mirandola ^), to hear thee unfold, in 
thy deep and sweet intonations, the mysteries of Jamblichus 
or Plotinus ^ (for even in those years thou waxedst not pale at 
such philosophic draughts), or reciting Homer in his Greek, 
or Pindar — while the walls of the old Grey Friars re- 
echoed to the accents of the inspired charity-boy I Many were 
the "wit-combats" (to dally awhile with the words of old 
Fuller) between him and C. V. Le G ,* "which two I be- 
hold like a Spanish great galleon, and an English man-of-war; 
Master Coleridge, like the former, was built far higher in learn- 
ing, solid, but slow in his performances. C. V. L., with the 
English man-of-war, lesser in bulk, but lighter in sailing, could 
turn with all tides, tack about, and take advantage of all 
winds, by the quickness of his wit and invention." * 

Nor shalt thou, their compeer, be quickly forgotten, Allen, 
with the cordial smile, and still more cordial laugh, with which 
thou wert wont to make the old Cloisters shake, in thy cogni- 
tion of some poignant jest of theirs; or the anticipation of some 
more material, and, peradventure, practical one, of thine own* 
Extinct are those smiles^ with that beautiful countenance, with 
which (for thou wert the Nireus formosus ^ of the school) , in the 
days of thy maturer waggery, thou didst disarm the wrath of 
infuriated town-damsel, who, incensed by provoking pinch, 
turning tigress-like roimd, suddenly converted by thy angel- 
look, exchanged the half-formed terrible "bl " for a 

gentler greeting — "Bless thy handsome face!" 

Next follow two who ought to be now alive, and the friends 
of EKa — the junior Le G and F ,* who, impelled, 

1 Pico Mirandola was a leading Italian philosopher oi the fifteenth century. 
' " Neo-platonist ** philosophers of the fourth and third centuries. 

• Le Grice. 

* Adapted from Fuller's account of the conversatioDs of Ben Jonsoa and Shake* 
speare. 

* Beautiful Nireus (a character in the Iliad). 

• Favelle. 
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the f onner by a roving temper, the latter by too quick a sense 
of neglect — ill capable of enduring the slights poor sizars * are 
sometimes subject to in our seats of learning — exchanged their 
Alma Mater for the camp; perishing, one by climate, and one 

on the plains of Salamanca: — Le G , sanguine, volatile, 

sweet-natured; F , dogged, faithful, antidpative of insult, 

warm-hearted, with something of the old Roman height about 
him. 

Fine, frank-hearted Fr , the present Master of Hertford, 

with Marmaduke T ^,* mildest of missionaries — and both 

my good friends still — close the catalogue of Grecians in my 
time. 



MACKERY END, IN HERTFORDSHIRE 

1821 

[Published in the July number of the London Ifagasine. ** Bridget 
£Iia " is Lamb's sbter Mary. The other names (Bruton, Gkdman, Field) 
are real ones, and the Mackery End farmhouse was the home of Lamb's 
grandmother's sister, Mrs. Gladman.] 

Bridget Elia has been my housekeeper for many a long 
year. I have obligations to Bridget, extending beyond the 
period of memory. We house together, old bachelor and maid, 
in a sort of double singleness; with such tolerable comfort, upon 
the whole, that I, for one, find in myself no sort of disposition 
to go out upon the mountains, with the rash king's oflEspring,* 
to bewail my celibacy. We agree pretty well in our tastes 
and habits — yet so as "with a difiference." We are generally 
in harmony, with occasional bickerings — as it should be 
among near relations. Our sympathies are rather understood 
than expressed; and once, upon my dissembling a tone in my 
voice more kind than ordinary, my cousin burst into tears, and 
complained that I was altered. We are both great readers in 
different directions. While I am hanging over (for the thou- 
sandth time) some passage in old Burton, or one of his strange 
contemporaries, she is abstracted in some modem tale or 

^ Poor students, of whom some menial labor was expected. 

* ThompBoo. * Jephthah's daughter; see Jitdga ix : j8. 
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adventure, whereof our common reading-table is daily fed with 
assiduously fresh supplies. Narrative teases me. I have little 
concern in the progress of events. She must have a story — 
well, ill, or indifferently told — so there be life stirring in it, and 
plenty of good or evil accidents. The fluctuations of fortune 
in fiction — and almost in real life — have ceased to interest, 
or operate but didly upon me. Out-of-the-way humours and 
opinions — heads with some diverting twist in them — the 
oddities of authorship please me most. My cousin has a native 
disrelish of anything that soimds odd or bizarre. Nothing goes 
down with her, that is quaint, irregular, or out of the road of 
common sympathy. She "holds Nature more clever." I can 
pardon her blindness to the beautiful.obliquities of the Religio 
M edict y^ but she must apologize to me for certain disrespectful 
insinuations, which she has been pleased to throw out latterly, 
touching the intellectuals of a dear favourite of mine, of the 
last century but one — the thrice noble, chaste, and virtuous, 
but again somewhat fantastical and original-brain'd, generous 
Margaret Newcastle.* 

It has been the lot of my cousin, of tener perhaps than I could 
have wished, to have had for her associates and mine, free- 
thinkers — leaders and disciples of novel philosophies and 
systems; but she neither wrangles with, nor accepts, their 
opinions. That which was good and venerable to her, when a 
child, retains its authority over her mind still. She never 
juggles or plays tricks with her understanding. 

We are both of us inclined to be a little too positive; and I 
have observed the result of our disputes to be almost imiformly 
this — that in matters of fact, dates, and circumstances, it 
turns out that I was in the right, and my cousin in the wrong. 
But where we have differed upon moral points, — upon some- 
thing proper to be done, or let alone, — whatever heat of oppo- 
sition, or steadiness of conviction, I set out with, I am sure 
always, in the long run, to be brought over to her way of 
thinking. 

I must touch upon the foibles of my kinswoman with a gentle 
hand, for Bridget does not like to be told of her faults. She 

* By Sir Thomas Browne (see page 159). 

' The Duchess of Newcastle (died 1674); see page 85. 
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hath an awkward trick (to say no worse of it) of reading in 
company : at which times she will answer yes ox no to d^ question 
without fully understanding its purport — which is provoking, 
and derogatory in the highest degree to the dignity of the putter 
of the said question. Her presence of mind is equal to the most 
pressing trials of life, but will sometimes desert her upon trifling 
occasions. When the purpose requires it, and is a thing of 
moment, she can speak to it greatly; but in matters which are 
not stuff of the conscience, she hath been known sometimes to 
let slip a word less seasonably. 

Her education in youth was not much attended to; and she 
happily missed all that train of female garniture, which passeth 
by the name of accomplishments. She was timabled early, by 
accident or design, into a spacious closet of good old Enghsh 
reading, without much selection or prohibition, and browsed 
at will upon that fair and wholesome pasturage. Had I twenty 
girls, they should be brought up exactly in this fashion. I know 
not whether their chance in wedlock might not be diminished 
by it; but I can answer for it, that it makes (if the worst come 
to the worst) most incomparable old maids. 

In a season of distress, she is the truest comforter; but in the 
teasing accidents, and minor perplexities, which do not call out 
the wiU to meet them, she sometimes maketh matters worse by 
an excess of participation. If she does not always divide your 
trouble, upon the pleasanter occasions of life she is sure always 
to treble your satisfaction. She is excellent to be at a play with, 
or upon a visit; but best, when she goes a journey with you. 

We made an excursion together a few summers since, into 
Hertfordshire, to beat up the quarters of some of our less- 
known relations in that fine com country. 

The oldest thing I remember is Mackery End; or Mackarel 
End, as it is spelt, perhaps more properly, in some old maps of 
Hertfordshire; a farm-house, — dehghtfully situated within a 
gentle walk from Wheathampstead. I can just remember hav- 
ing been there, on a visit to a great-aunt, when I was a child, 
imder the care of Bridget; who, as I have said, is older than my- 
self by some ten years. I wish that I could throw into a heap the 
remainder of our joint existences, that we might share them in 
equal division. But that is impossible. The house was at that 
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time in the occupation of a substantial yeoman, who had mar- 
ried my grandmother's sister. His name was Gladman. My 
grandmother was a Bruton, married to a Field. The Gladmans 
and the Brutons are still flourishing in that part of the county, 
but the Fields are almost extinct. More than forty years had 
elapsed since the visit I speak of; and for the greater portion of 
that period, we had lost sight of the other two branches also. 
Who or what sort of persons inherited Mackery End — kindred 
or strange folk — we were afraid almost to conjecture, but de- 
termined some day to explore. 

By somewhat a circuitous route, taking the noble park at 
Luton in our way from St. Alban's, we arrived at the spot of 
our anxious curiosity about noon. The sight of the old farm- 
house, though every trace of it was effaced from my recollec- 
tion, affected me with a pleasure which I had not experienced 
for many a year. For though /had forgotten it, we had never 
forgotten being there together, and we had been talking about 
Mackery End all our lives, till memory on my part became 
mocked with a phantom of itself, and I thought I knew the 
aspect of a place, which, when present, O how imlike it was to 
that, which I had conjured up so many times instead of it! 

Still the air breathed balmily about it; the season was in the 
''heart of Jime," and I could say with the poet, — 

But thou, that didst appear so fair 

To fond imagination, 
Dost rival in the light of day 

Her delicate creation! * 

Bridget's was more a waking bliss than mine, for she easily 
remembered her old acquaintance again — some altered fea- 
tures, of course, a little grudged at. At first, indeed, she 
was ready to disbelieve for joy; but the scene soon re-con- 
firmed itself in her affections — and she traversed every out- 
post of the old mansion, to the wood-house, the orchard, the 
place where the pigeon-house had stood (house and birds were 
alike flown), with a breathless impatience of recognition, which 
was more pardonable perhaps than decorous at the age of fifty 
odd. But Bridget in some things is behind her years. 

* From Wordsworth's ** Yarrow Visited." 
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The only thing left was to get into the house — and that was 
a difficulty which to me singly would have been insurmountable; 
for I am terribly shy in making myself known to strangers and 
out-of-date kinsfolk. Love, stronger than scruple, winged my 
cousin in without me; but she soon returned with a creature 
that might have sat to a sculptor for the image of Welcome. It 
was the youngest of the Gladmans; who, by marriage with a 
Bruton, had become mistress of the old mansion. A comely 
brood are the Brutons. Six of them, females, were noted as the 
handsomest young women in the county. But this adopted 
Bruton, in my mind, was better than they all — more comely. 
She was bom too late to have remembered me. She just recol- 
lected in early life to have had their cousin Bridget once pointed 
out to her, climbing a stile. But the name of kindred, and of 
cousinship, was enough. Those slender ties, that prove slight 
as gossamer in the rending atmosphere of a metropolis, bind 
faster, as we found it, in hearty, homely, loving Hertfordshire. 
In five minutes we were as thoroughly acquainted as if we had 
been bom and bred up together; were familiar, even to the call- 
ing each other by our Christian names. So Christians should 
call one another. To have seen Bridget, and her — it was like 
the meeting of the two scriptural cousins! ^ There was a grace 
and dignity, an amplitude of form and stature, answering to 
her mind, in this farmer's wife, which would have shined in a 
palace — or so we thought it. We were made welcome by 
husband and wife equally — we, and our friend that was with 
us. — I had almost forgotten him — but B. F.^ will not so soon 
forget that meeting, if peradventure he shall read this on the far 
distant shores where the Kangaroo haunts. The fatted calf was 
made ready, or rather was already so, as if in anticipation of our 
coming; and, after an appropriate glass of native wine, never 
let me forget with what honest pride this hospitable cousin 
made us proceed to Wheathampstead, to introduce us (as some 
new-found rarity) to her mother and sister Gladmans, who did 
indeed know something more of us, at a time when she almost 
knew nothing. With what corresponding kindness we were 
received by them also — how Bridget's memory, exalted by 

* Luke 1 : 39-40. 

' Barron Field, living in Australia at the time this essay was written. 
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the occasion, wanned into a thousand half-obliterated recollec- 
tions of things and persons, to my utter astonishment, and her 
own — and to the astoundment of B. F. who sat by, almost 
the only thing that was not a cousin there, — old effaced images 
of more than half-forgotten names and circumstances still 
crowding back upon her, as words written in lemon come out 
upon exposure to a friendly warmth, — when I forget all this, 
then may my country cousins forget me, and Bridget no more 
remember that in the days of weakling infancy I was her tender 
charge — as I have been her care in foolish manhood since — 
in those pretty pastoral walks, long ago, about Mackery End, 
in Hertfordshire. 



DREAM-CHH^DREN: A REVERIE 

1822 

[Published in the London Magazine, January number. The essay, which 
Mr. Lucas caUs *' in some ways Lamb's most perfect prose work," is quasi- 
autobiographical. The "great house in Norfolk" is recognizable as 
Blakesware, Hertfordshire, where I^amb's grandmother, Mary Field, was 
housekeeper; the imcle John is his brother John, who had died shortly 

before tie essay was written. "Alice W ^n'' has been somewhat 

vaguely identified with Ann Simmons, in whom Lamb had apparently 
had a romantic interest and who had actually married a merchant named 
Bartnmi.] 

Children love to listen to stories about their elders, when 
they were children; to stretch their imagination to the concep- 
tion of a traditionary great-uncle or grandame, whom they 
never saw. It was in this spirit that my little ones crept about 
me the other evening to hear about their great-grandmother 
Field, who lived in a great house in Norfolk (a hundred times 
bigger than that in which they and papa lived) which had been 
the scene — so at least it was generally believed in that part of 
the country — of the tragic incidents which they had lately be- 
come familiar with from the ballad of the Children in the Wood. 
Certain it is that the whole story of the children and their cruel 
uncle was to be seen fairly carved out in wood upon the chim- 
neypiece of the great hall, the whole story down to the Robin 
Redbreasts, till a foolish rich person pulled it down to set up a 
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marble one of modem invention in its stead, with no story upon 
it. Here Alice put out one of her dear mother's looks, too tender 
to be called upbraiding. Then I went on to say, how religious 
and how good their great-grandmother Field was, how beloved 
and respected by every body, though she was not indeed the 
mistress of this great house, but had only the charge of it (and 
yet in some respects she might be said to be the mistress of it 
too) committed to her by the owner, who preferred living in a 
newer and more fashionable mansion which he had purchased 
somewhere in the adjoining county; but still she lived in it in 
a manner as if it had been her own, and kept up the dignity of 
the great house in a sort while she lived, which afterwards came 
to decay, and was nearly pulled down, and all its old ornaments 
stripped and carried away to the owner's other house, where 
they were set up, and looked as awkward as if some one were 
to carry away the old tombs they had seen lately at the Abbey, 
and stick them up in Lady C.'s tawdry gilt drawing-room. Here 
John smiled, as much as to say, " that would be foolish indeed." 
And then I told how, when she came to die, her funeral was 
attended by a concourse of all the poor, and some of the gentry 
too, of the neighbourhood for many miles round, to show their 
respect for her memory, because she had been such a good and 
religious woman; so good indeed that she knew all the Psaltery 
by heart, ay, and a great part of the Testament besides. Here 
little Alice spread her hands. Then I told what a tall, upright, 
graceful person their great-grandmother Field once was; and 
how in her youth she was esteemed the best dancer — here 
Alice's little right foot played an involuntary movement, till 
upon my looking grave, it desisted — the best dancer, I was 
saying, in the county, till a cruel disease, called a cancer, came, 
and bowed her down with pain; but it could never bend her 
good spirits, or make them stoop, but they were still upright, 
because she was so good and religious. Then I told how she 
was used to sleep by herself in a lone chamber of the great lone 
house; and how she believed that an apparition of two infants 
was to be seen at midnight gliding up and down the great stair- 
case near where she slept, but she said " those innocents would 
do her no harm"; and how frightened I used to be, though in 
those days I had my maid to sleep with me, because I was never 
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half so good or reKgious as she — and yet I never saw the in- 
fants. Here John expanded all his eyebrows and tried to look 
courageous. Then I told how good she was to all her grand- 
children, having us to the great house in the hoKdays, where I 
in particular used to spend many hours by myself, in gazing 
upon the old busts of the Twelve Caesars, that had been Em- 
perors of Rome, till the old marble heads would seem to live 
again, or I to be turned into marble with them; how I never 
could be tired with roaming about that huge mansion, with its 
vast empty rooms, with their worn-out hangings, fluttering 
tapestry, and carved oaken panels, with the gilding almost 
rubbed out — sometimes in the spacious old-fashioned gardens, 
which I had almost to myself, unless when now and then a 
solitary gardening man would cross me — and how the nectar- 
ines and peaches hung upon the walls, without my ever offering 
to pluck them, because they were forbidden fruit, unless now 
and then, — and because I had more pleasure in strolling about 
among the old melancholy-looking yew trees, or the firs, and 
picking up the red berries, and the fir apples, which were good 
for nothing but to look at — or in lying about upon the fresh 
grass, with all the fine garden smells around me — or basking 
in the orangery, till I could almost fancy myself ripening too 
along with the oranges and the limes in that grateful warmth — 
or in watching the dace that darted to and fro in the fish-pond, 
at the bottom of the garden, with here and there a great sulky 
pike hanging midway down the water in silent state, as if it 
mocked at their impertinent f riskings, — I had more pleasure 
in these busy-idle diversions than in all the sweet flavours of 
peaches, nectarines, oranges, and such like common baits of 
children. Here John slily deposited back upon the plate a bunch 
of grapes, which, not unobserved by Alice, he had meditated 
dividing with her, and both seemed willing to relinquish them 
for the present as irrelevant. Then in somewhat a more height- 
ened tone, I told how, though their great-grandmother Field 
loved all her grand-children, yet in an especial manner she 

might be said to love their uncle, John L , because he was 

so handsome and spirited a youth, and a king to the rest of us; 
and, instead of moping about in solitary comers, like some of 
us^ he would mount the most mettlesome horse he could get 
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when but an imp no bigger than themselves, and make it carry 
him half over the comity in a morning, and join the hunters 
when there were any out — and yet he loved the old great house 
and gardens too, but had too much spirit to be always pent up 
within their boundaries — and how their uncle grew up to 
man's estate as brave as he was handsome, to the admiration of 
every body, but of their great-grandmother Field most espe- 
cially ; and how he used to carry me upon his back when I was 
a lame-footed boy — for he was a good bit older than me — 
many a mile when I could not walk for pain; — and how in 
after life he became lame-footed too, and I did not always (I 
fear) make allowances enough for him when he was impatient, 
and in pain, nor remember sufficiently how considerate he had 
been to me when I was lame-footed; and how when he died, 
though he had not been dead an hour, it seemed as if he had 
died a great while ago, such a distance there is betwixt life and 
death; and how I bore his death as I thought pretty well at 
first, but afterwards it haunted and haimted me; and though I 
did not cry or take it to heart as some do, and as I think he 
would have done if I had died, yet I missed him all day long, 
and knew not till then how much I had k)ved him. I missed his 
kindness, and I missed his crossness, and wished him to be alive 
again, to be quarreling with him (for we quarreled sometimes), 
rather than not have him again, and was as uneasy without 
him, as he their poor uncle must have been when the doctor took 
off his limb. Here the children fell a crying, and asked if their 
little mourning which they had on was not for imcle John, and 
they looked up, and prayed me not to go on about their uncle, 
but to tell them some stories about their pretty dead mother. 
Then I told how for seven long years, in hope sometimes, 
sometimes in despair, yet persisting ever, I courted the fair 

AUce W n; and, as much as children could understand, I 

explained to them what coyness, and difficulty, and denial 
meant in maidens — when suddenly, turning to Alice, the soul 
of the first Alice looked out at her eyes with such a reality of 
re-presentment, that I became in doubt which of them stood 
there before me, or whose that bright hair was; and while I 
stood gazing, both the children gradually grew fainter to my 
view, receding, and still receding till nothing at last but two 
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mournful features were seen in the uttermost distance^ which, 
without speech, strangely impressed upon me the effects of 
speech; ** We are not of AUce, nor of thee, nor are we children at 
all. The children of AJice called Bartrimi father. We are noth- 
ing; less than nothing, and dreams. We are only what might 
have been, and must wait upon the tedious shores of Lethe ^ 
miUions of ages before we have existence, and a name" — and 
immediately awaking, I foimd myself quietly seated in my 
bachelor armchair, where I had fallen asleep, with the faithful 
Bridget unchanged by my side — but John L. (or James Elia) 
was gone for ever. 



ON THE ARTIFICIAL COMEDY OF THE LAST 

CENTURY 

1822 

[Originally published in the London Magazine for April, as the second 
of three essa3rs on " The Old Actors." The latter portion of the essay, here 
omitted, concerns the art of certain actors. For Macaulay's reply to 
Lamb's defence of Restoration comedy, see p. 291.] 

The artificial Comedy, or Comedy of Manners, is quite ex- 
tinct on our stage. Congreve and Farquhar show their heads 
once in seven years only, to be exploded and put down instantly. 
The times cannot bear them. Is it for a few wild speeches, 
an occasional license of dialogue? I think not altogether. The 
business of their dramatic characters will not stand the moral 
test. We screw everything up to that. Idle gallantry in a fic- 
tion, a dream, the passing pageant of an evening, startles us 
m the same way as the alarming indications of profligacy m a 
son or ward in real life should startle a parent or guardian. 
We Ijave no such middle emotions as dramatic interests left. 
We see a stage libertine playing his loose pranks of two hours' 
duration, and of no after consequence, with the severe eyes 
which inspect real vices with their bearings upon two worlds. 
We are spectators to a plot or intrigue (not reducible in life to 

^ An allusion to a passage in the Mneidy where Vergil represents the souls who have 
formerly lived on earth as summoned to the river Lethe, that they may drink forget- 
fulness of the past and prepare to return to the body. 
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the point of strict morality) and take it all for truth. We sub- 
stitute a real for a dramatic person, and judge him accordingly. 
We try him in our courts, from which there is no appeal to the 
dramatis persotuB, his peers. We have been spoiled with — not 
sentimental comedy — but a tyrant far more pernicious to our 
pleasures which has succeeded to it, the exclusive and all- 
devouring drama of common life; where the moral point is 
everything; where, instead of the fictitious half-believed per- 
sonages of the stage (the phantoms of old comedy), we rec- 
ognize ourselves, our brothers, aimts, kinsfolk, allies, patrons, 
enemies, — the same as in life, — with an interest in what is 
going on so hearty and substantial, that we cannot afford our 
moral judgment, in its deepest and most vital results, to com- 
promise or slumber for a moment. What is there transacting, by 
no modification is made to affect us in any other manner than 
the same events or characters would do in our relationships of 
life. We carry our fireside concerns to the theatre with us. We 
do not go thither, like our ancestors, to escape from the pressure 
of reality, so much as to confirm our experience of it; to make 
assurance double, and take a bond of fate. We must live our 
toilsome lives twice over, as it was the mournful privilege of 
Ulysses to descend twice to the shades. All that neutral ground 
of character, which stood between vice and virtue; or which in 
fact was indifferent to neither, where neither properly was 
called in question; that happy breathing-place from the burthen 
of a perpetual moral questioning — the sanctuary and quiet 
Alsatia ^ of hunted casmstry — is broken up and disfranchised, 
as injurious to the interests of society. The privileges of the 
place are taken away by law. We dare not dally with images, 
or names, of wrong. We bark like foolish dogs at shadows. 
We dread infection from the scenic representation of disorder, 
and fear a painted pustule. In our anxiety that our morality 
should not take cold, we wrap it up in a great blanket surtout 
of precaution against the breeze and sunshine. 

I confess for myself that (with no great delinquencies to 
answer for) I am glad for a season to take an airing beyond the 
diocese of the strict conscience, — not to live always in the 

^ A district in the iMrecinct of Whitefriars which, until 1697, was a legal sanctuary 
for debtors. 
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precincts of the law-courts — but now and then, for a dream- 
while or so, to imagine a world with no meddling restrictions — 
to get into recesses whither the hunter cannot follow me — 

Secret shades 



Of woody Ida's inmost grove, 

While yet there was no fear of Jove — 

I come back to my cage and my restraint the fresher and more 
healthy for it. I wear my shackles more contentedly for having 
respired the breath of an imaginary freedom. I do not know 
how it is with others, but I feel the better always for the perusal 
of one of Congreve's — nay, why should I not add even of Wy- 
cherley's — comedies. I am the gayer at least for it; and I 
could never connect those sports of a witty fancy in any shape 
with any result to be drawn from them to imitation in real 
life. They are a world of themselves almost as much as fairy- 
land. Take one of their characters, male or female (with few 
exceptions they are alike), and place it in a modern play, and 
my virtuous indignation shall rise against the profligate wretch 
as warmly as the Catos of the pit could desire; because in a 
modem play I am to judge of the right and the wrong. The 
standard of police is the measure of political justice. The atmos- 
phere will bUght it, it cannot live here. It has got into a moral 
world, where it has no business, from which it must needs fall 
headlong; as dizzy, and incapable of making a stand, as a 
Swedenborgian bad spirit that has wandered unawares into the 
sphere of one of his Good Men or Angels. But in its own world 
do we feel the creature is so very bad? — The Fainalls and the 
Mirabels, the Dorimants and the Lady Touchwoods,^ in then: 
own sphere, do not offend my moral sense; in fact they do not 
appeal to it at all. They seem engaged in their proper element. 
They break through no laws, or conscious restraints. They 
know of none. They have got out of Christendom into the land 
— what shall I call it? — of cuckoldry — the Utopia of gallantry, 
where pleasure is duty, and the manners perfect freedom. It is 
altogether a speculative scene of things, which has no reference 
whatever to tiie world that is. No good person can be justly 

* Fainall and Mirabel are characters in Congreve's Way of the WoHd, Dorimant in 
Etheredge's Man oj Mode, Lady Touchwood in Congreve's Double D^-sler. 
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offended as a spectator, because no good person suffers on the 
stage. Judged morally, every character in these plays — the 
few exceptions only are mistakes — is alike essentially vain and 
worthless. The great art of Congreve is especially shown itt 
this, that he has entirely excluded from his scenes — some little 
generosities on the part of Angelica ^ perhaps excepted — not 
only any thing like a faultless character, but any pretensions to 
goodness or good feelings whatsoever. Whether he did this de- 
signedly, or instinctively, the effect is as happy as the design (if 
design) was bold. I used to wonder at the strange power which 
his Way of the World in particular possesses of interesting you 
all along in the pursuits of characters for whom you absolutely 
care nothing — for you neither hate nor love his personages — 
and I think it is owing to this very indifference for any, that you 
endure the whole. He has spread a privation of moral light, I 
will call it, rather than by the ugly name of palpable darkness, 
over his creations; and his shadows flit before you without dis- 
tinction or preference. Had he introduced a good character, a 
single gush of moral feeling, revulsion of the judgment to actual 
life and actual duties, the impertinent Goshen ^ would have 
only lighted to the discovery of deformities, which now are none 
because we think them none. 

Translated into real life, the characters of his — and his 
friend Wycherley's — dramas are profligates and strumpets, 
— the business of their brief existence the imdivided pursuit of 
lawless gallantry. No other spring of action, or possible motive 
of conduct, is recognized; principles which, universally acted 
upon, must reduce this frame of things to a chaos. But we do 
them wrong in so translating them. No such effects are pro- 
duced in their world . When we are among them, we are amongst 
a chaotic people. We are not to judge them by our usages. No 
reverend institutions are insulted by their proceedings, — for 
they have none among them. No peace of families is violated, — 
for no family ties exist among them. No purity of the marriage 
bed is stained, — for none is supposed to have a being. No deep 
affections are disquieted, — no holy wedlock bands are snapped 
asimder, — for affection's depth and wedded faith are not of 
the growth of that soil. There is neither right nor wrong, — 

} In Lave for Lew. * The land specially blest for the sake of children of Israel. 
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gratitude or its opposite, — claim or duty, — paternity or son- 
ship. Of what consequence is it to virtue, or how is she at all 
concerned about it, whether Sir Simon, or Dapperwit, steal 
away Miss Martha; or who is the father of Lord Froth's or Sir 
Paul Pliant's children? * 

The whole is a passing pageant, where we should sit as un- 
concerned at the issues, for life or death, as at a battle of the 
frogs and mice. But, like Don Quixote, we take part against 
the puppets, and quite as impertinently. We dare not con- 
template an Atlantis,^ a scheme, out of which our coxcombical 
moral sense is for a little transitory ease excluded. We have 
not the courage to imagine a state of things for which there 
is neither reward nor punishment. We cling to the painful 
necessities of shame and blame. We would indict our very 
dreams. . . . 



THE PRAISE OF CHIMNEY-SWEEPERS 

1822 

[Published in the May number of the London Magazine.] 

1 LIKE to meet a sweep — understand me — not a grown 
sweeper — old chimney-sweepers are by no means attractive 
— but one of those tender novices, blooming through their first 
nigritude, the maternal washings not quite effaced from the 
cheek — such as come forth with the dawn, or somewhat earlier, 
with their little professional notes sounding like the peep peep 
of a young sparrow; or liker to the matin lark should I pro- 
nounce them, in their aerial ascents not seldom anticipating the 
sunrise? 

I have a kindly yearning toward these dim specks — poor 
blots — innocent blacknesses — 

I reverence these young Africans of our own growth — these 
almost clergy imps, who sport their cloth without assumption, 
and from their little pulpits (the tops of chimneys), in the 
nipping air of a December morning, preach a lesson of patience 
to mankind. 

^ In Wycherley's Love in a Wood. * An ideal commonwealth (from Bacon). 



THE PRAISE OF CHIMNEY-SWEEPERS 77 

When a child, what a mysterious pleasure it was to witness 
their operation! to see a chit no bigger than one's self enter, 
one knew not by what process, into what seemed the faiices 
Avemi ^ — to pursue him in imagination, as he went sounding 
on through so many dark stifling caverns, horrid shades! — to 
shudder with the idea that "now, surely, he must be lost for 
ever!" — to revive at hearing his feeble shout of discovered 
day-light — and then (O fulness of delight) running out of 
doors, to come just in time to see the sable phenomenon emerge 
in safety, the brandished weapon of his art victorious like 
some flag waved over a conquered citadel! I seem to remem- 
ber having been told that a bad sweep was once left in a stack 
with his brush, to indicate which way the wind blew. It was an 
awful spectacle certainly; not much unlike the old stage direc- 
tion in Macbeth, where the "Apparition of a child crowned 
with a tree m his hand rises." 

Reader, if thou meetest one of these small gentry in thy early 
rambles, it is good to give him a penny. It is better to give 
him two-pence. If it be starving weather, and to the proper 
troubles of his hard occupation, a pair of kibed ^ heels (no un- 
usual accompaniment) be superadded, the demand on thy hu« 
manity will surely rise to a tester.' 

There is a composition, the ground-work of which I have 
understood to be the sweet wood yclept sassafras. This wood 
boiled down to a kind of tea, and tempered with an infusion of 
milk and sugar, hath to some tastes a delicacy beyond the 
China luxury. I know not how thy palate may relish it ; for my- 
self, with every deference to the judicious Mr. Read, who hath 
time out of mind kept open a shop (the only one he avers in 
London) for the vending of this "wholesome and pleasant 
beverage," on the south side of Fleet Street, as thou approach- 
est Bridge Street — the only Salopian house,^ — I have never 
yet ventured to dip my own particular lip in a basin of his com- 
mended ingredients — a cautious premonition to the olfactories 
constantly whispering to me that my stomach must infallibly, 
with all due courtesy, decline it. Yet I have seen palates, 
otherwise not uninstructed in dietetical elegances, sup it up with 
avidity. 

> Jaws of Hades. ' Swollen with chilblains. ' Sizpenoti 

* A place for the sale of an herb drink, similar to sassafras tea. 
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I know not by what particular conformation of the organ it 
happens, but I have always found that this composition is sur- 
prisingly gratifjdng to the palate of a young chimney-sweejjer 
— whether the oily particles (sassafras is slightly oleaginous) do 
attenuate and soften the fuliginous concretions which are some- 
times found (in dissections) to adhere to the roof of the mouth 
in these unfledged practitioners; or whether Nature, sensible 
that she had mingled too much of bitter wood in the lot of these 
raw victims, caused to grow out of the earth her sassafras for 
a sweet lenitive — but so it is, that no possible taste or odour to 
the senses of a young chimney-sweeper can convey a delicate 
excitement comparable to this mixture. Being penniless, they 
will yet hang their black heads over the ascending steam, to 
gratify one sense if possible, seemingly no less pleased than 
those domestic animals — cats — when they purr over a new- 
found sprig of valerian. There is something more in these sym- 
pathies than philosophy can inculcate. 

Now albeit Mr. Read boasteth, not without reason, that his 
is the only Salopian house; yet be it known to thee, reader — if 
thou art one who keepest what are called good hours, thou art 
haply ignorant of the fact — he hath a race of industrious imi- 
tators, who from stalls, and under open sky, dispense the same 
savoury mess to humbler customers, at that dead time of the 
dawn when (as extremes meet) the rake, reeling home from his 
midnight cups, and the hard-handed artisan leaving his bed to 
resume the premature labours of the day, jostle, not unfre- 
quently to the manifest disconcerting of the former, for the 
honours of the pavement. It is the time when, in summer, be- 
tween the expired and the not yet relumined kitchen-fires, the 
kennels of our fair metropolis give forth their least satisfactory 
odours. The rake, who wisheth to dissipate his o'er-night 
vapours in more grateful coffee, curses the imgenial fimae, as he 
passeth; but the artisan stops to taste, and blesses the fragrant 
breakfast. 

This is Saloop — the precocious herb-woman's darling — 
the delight of the early gardener, who transports his smoking 
cabbages by break of day from Hammersmith to Covent 
Garden's famed piazzas — the delight, and, oh I fear, too often 
the envy, of the unpennied sweep. Him shouldest thou haply 
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encounter, with his dim visage pendent over the grateful 
steam, regale him with a simiptuous basin (it will cost thee but 
three half-pennies) and a slice of delicate bread and butter (an 
added halfpenny) — so may thy culinary fires, eased of the over- 
charged secretions from thy worse-placed hospitalities, curl up 
a lighter volmne to the welkin — so may the descending soot 
never taint thy costly well-ingredienced soups — not the odious 
cry, quick-reaching from street to street, of the fired chimney , 
invite the rattling engines from ten adjacent parishes to dis- 
turb for a casual scintillation thy peace and pocket! 

I am by natiure extremely susceptible of street affronts; the 
jeers and taunts of the populace; the low-bred triumph they 
display over the casual trip, or splashed stocking, of a gentle- 
man. Yet can I endure the jocularity of a young sweep with 
something more than forgiveness. In the last winter but one, 
pacing along Cheapside with my accustomed precipitation 
when I walk westward, a treacherous slide brought me upon my 
backinanmstant. I scrambled up with pain and shame enough 
— yet outwardly trying to face it down, as if nothing had hap- 
pened — when the roguish grin of one of these young wits en- 
countered me. There he stood, pointing me out with his dusky 
finger to the mob, and to a poor woman (I suppose his mother) 
in particular, till the tears for the exquisiteness of the fun (so 
he thought it) worked themselves out at the comers of his poor 
red eyes, red from many a previous weeping, and soot-inflamed, 
yet twinkling through all with such a joy, snatched out of deso- 
lation, that Hogarth — but Hogarth has got him already (how 
could he miss him?) in "The March to Finchley," grinning at 
the pie-man — there he stood, as he stands in the picture, ir- 
removable, as if the jest was to last for ever — with such a 
maximum of glee, and minimum of mischief, in his mirth — for 
the grin of a genuine sweep hath absolutely no malice in it — 
that I could have been content, if the honour of a gentleman 
might endure it, to have remained his butt and his mockery till 
midnight. 

I am by theory obdurate to the seductiveness of what are 
called a fine set of teeth. Every pair of rosy lips (the ladies 
must pardon me) is a casket, presumably holding such jew- 
els, but, methinks, they should take leave to "air" them as 
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frugally as possible. The fine lady, or fine gentleman, who show 
me their teeth, show me bones. Yet must I confess that from 
the mouth of a true sweep a display (even to ostentation) of 
those white and shining ossifications, strikes me as an agreeable 
anomaly in manners, and an allowable piece of foppery. It is, 
as when 

A sable doud 
Turns forth her silver lining on the night. ^ 

Tt is like some remnant of gentry not quite extinct; a badge 
oi better days; a hint of nobility: — and, doubtless, under the 
obscuring darkness and double night of their forlorn disguise- 
ment, oftentimes lurketh good blood, and gentle conditions, 
derived from lost ancestry, and a lapsed pedigree. The prema- 
ture apprenticements of these tender victims give but too 
much encouragement, I fear, to clandestine and almost infantile 
abductions; the seeds of civility and true courtesy, so often dis- 
cernible in these young grafts (not otherwise to be accoimted 
for) plainly hint at some forced adoptions; many noble Rachels 
mourning for their children, even in our days, countenance the 
fact; the tales of fairy-spiriting may shadow a lamentable verity, 
and the recovery of the yoiuig Montagu * be but a solitary in- 
stance of good fortune, out of many irreparable and hopeless 
defiliations. 

In one of the state-beds at Ariuidel Castle, a few years since 
— under a ducal canopy — (that seat of the Howards is an 
object of curiosity to visitors, chiefly for its beds, in which the 
late duke was especially a connoisseur) — encircled with cur- 
tains of delicatest crimson, with starry coronets inwoven — 
folded between a pair of sheets whiter and softer than the lap 
where Venus lulled Ascanius — was discovered by chance, 
after all methods of search had failed, at noon-day, fast asleep, 
a lost chimney-sweeper. The little creature, having somehow 
confoimded his passage among the intricacies of those lordly 
chinmeys, by some unknown aperture had alighted upon this 
magnificent chamber, and, tired with his tedious explorations, 

* From Milton's Camus. 

' Edward Wortley Montagu, a well-known character of the dghteenth century, who 
ran away from school and (among other adventures) was for a time a chimncy- 
s^««p. 
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was unable to resist the delicious invitement to repose which 
he there saw exhibited; so, creeping between the sheets very 
quietly, laid his black head upon the pillow, and slept like a 
young Howard. 

Such is the account given to the visitors at the Castle. — 
But I cannot help seeming to perceive a confirmation of what 
I have just hinted at in this story. A high instinct was at work 
in the case, or I am mistaken. Is it probable that a poor child 
of that description, with whatever weariness he might be 
visited, would have ventured, under such a penalty as he would 
be taught to expect, to uncover the sheets of a Duke's bed and 
deliberately to lay himself down between them, when the rug 
or the carpet presented an obvious couch, still far above his 
pretensions — is this probable, I would ask, if the great power 
of nature, which I contend for, had not been manifested within 
him, prompting to the adventure? Doubtless this young noble- 
man (for such my mind misgives me that he must be) was 
allured by some memory, not amounting to full conscious- 
ness, of his condition in infancy, when he was used to be lapt 
by his mother, or his nurse, in just such sheets as he there 
found, into which he was but now creeping back as into 
his proper incunabula ^ and resting-place. By no other theory 
than by this sentiment of a pre-existent state (as I may call 
it), can I explain a deed so venturous, and, indeed, upon any 
other system, so indecorous in this tender but unseasonable 
sleeper. 

My pleasant friend Jem White was so impressed with a be- 
lief of metamorphoses like this frequently taking place, that, in 
some sort to reverse the wrongs of fortune in these poor 
changelings, he instituted an annual feast of chimney-sweepers, 
at which it was his pleasure to officiate as host and waiter. It 
was a solemn supper held in Smithfield, upon the yearly return 
of the fair of St. Bartholomew. Cards were issued a wedc before 
to the master-sweeps in and about the metropolis, confining 
the invitation to their yoimger fry. Now and then an elderly 
stripling would get in among us, and be good-naturedly winked 
at; but our main body were infantry. One unfortunate wight, 
indeed, who, relying upon his dusky suit, had intruded himself 

^ Cradle. 
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into our party, but by tokens was providentially discovered in 
time to be no chimney-sweeper (all is not soot which looks so), 
was quoited out of the presence with imiversal indignation, as 
not having on the wedding garment; but in general the greatest 
harmony prevailed. The place chosen was a convenient spot 
among the pens, at the north side of the fair, not so far distant 
as to be impervious to the agreeable hubbub of that vanity, but 
remote enough not to be obvious to the interruption of every 
gaping spectator in it. The guests assembled about seven. In 
those little temporary parlours three tables were spread with 
napery, not so fine as substantial, and at every board a comely 
hostess presided with her pan of hissing sausages. The nostrils 
of the young rogues dilated at the savour. James White, as 
head waiter, had charge of the first table; and myself, with our 
trusty companion Bigod,^ ordinarily ministered to the other 
two. There was clambering and jostUng, you may be sure, who 
should get at the first table — for Rochester^ in his maddest 
days could not have done the htunours of the scene with more 
spirit than my friend. After some general expression of thanks 
for the honour the company had done him, his inaugural cere- 
mony was to clasp the greasy waist of old dame Ursula (the 
fattest of the three), that stood frying and fretting, half -bless- 
ing, half -cursing " the gentleman," and imprint upon her chaste 
lips a tender salute, whereat the universal host would set up a 
shout that tore the concave, while hundreds of grinning teeth 
startled the night with their brightness. O it was a pleasure to 
see the sable younkers lick in the unctuous meat, with kis more 
unctuous sajdngs — how he would fit the tit-bits to the puny 
mouths, reserving the lengthier links for the seniors — how 
he would intercept a morsel even in the jaws of some young 
desperado, declaring it "must to the pan again to be browned, 
for it was not fit for a gentleman's eating" — how he would 
recommend this slice of white bread, or that piece of kissing- 
crust, to a tender juvenile, advising them all to have a care of 
cracking their teeth, which were their best patrimony, — how 
genteelly he would deal about the small ale, as if it were wine, 
naming the brewer, and protesting, if it were not good he should 

* For John Fenwick. 

* A notorious roistering nobleman of the court of Charles II. 
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lose their custom; with a special recommendation to wipe the 
Kp before drinking. Then we had our toasts — "The King," — 
the "Cloth," — which, whether they understood or not, was 
equally diverting and flattering; — and for a crowning senti- 
ment, which never failed, "May the Brush supersede the 
Laurel!" All these, and fifty other fancies, which were rather 
felt than comprehended by his guests, would he utter, standing 
upon tables, and prefacing every sentiment with a "CJentle- 
men, give me leave to propose so and so," which was a pro- 
digious comfort to those yoimg orphans; every now and then 
stuffing into his mouth (for it did not do to be squeamish on 
these occasions) indiscriminate pieces of those reeking sausages, 
which pleased them mightily, and was the savouriest part, 
you may believe, of the entertainment. 

Golden lads and lasses must, 

As chimney-sweepers, come to dust :— ^ 

James White is extinct, and with him these suppers have long 
ceased. He carried away with him half the fun of the world 
when he died — of my world at least. His old clients look for 
him among the pens, and, missing him, reproach the altered 
feast of St. Bartholomew, and the glory of Smithfield departed 
for ever. 



DETACHED THOUGHTS ON BOOKS AND 

READING 

1822 

rPublished in the July number of the London Magazine.] 

To mind the inside of a book is to entertain one's self with the forced product of 
another man's brain. Now I think a man of quality and breeding may be muck 
amused with the natural sprouts of his own. 

Lord Foppington in " The Rdapse." 

An ingenious acquaintance of my own was so much struck 
with this bright sally of his Lordship, that he has left off read- 
ing altogether, to the great improvement of his originality. At 
the hazard of losing some credit on this head, I must confess 
that I dedicate no inconsiderable portion of my time to other 

^ From Shakespeare's dirge in CymbeUne, 
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people's thoughts. I dream away my life in others' speculations, 
I love to lose myself in other men's minds. When I am not 
walking, I am reading; I cannot sit and think. Books think for 
me. 

I have no repugnances. Shaftesbury is not too genteel for 
me, nor Jonathan Wild ^ too slow. I can read anything which 
I call a book. There are things in that shape which I cannot 
allow for such. 

In this catalogue of books which are no books — biblia abiblia 
' — I reckon Court Calendars, Directories, Pocket Books, 
Draught Boards boimd and lettered on the back. Scientific 
Treatises, Almanacks, Statutes at Large; the works of Hume, 
Gibbon, Robertson, Beattie, Soame Jenyns, and, generally, all 
those volumes which "no gentleman's library should be with- 
out " : the Histories of Flavins Josephus (that learned Jew), and 
Paley's Moral Philosophy. With these exceptions, I can read 
almost anything. I bless my stars for a taste so catholic, so 
unexchiding. 

I confess that it moves my spleen to see these things in books' 
clothing perched upon shelves, like false saints, usurpers of true 
shrines, intruders into the sanctuary, thrusting out the legiti- 
mate occupants. To reach down a well-bound semblance of a 
volume, and hope it some kind-hearted play-book, then, open- 
ing what "seem its leaves," to come bolt upon a withering Pop- 
ulation Essay. To expect a Steele, or a Farquhar, and find — 
Adam Smith. To view a well-arranged assortment of block- 
headed Encyclopaedias (Anglicanas or Metropolitanas) set out 
in an array of Russia, or Morocco, when a tithe of that good 
leather would comfortably re-clothe my shivering folios, — 
would renovate Paracelsus himself, and enable old Raymund 
Lully to look like himself again in the world. I never see these 
impostors, but I long to strip them, to warm my ragged veter 
ans in their spoils. 

To be strong-backed and neat-bound is the desideratum oi 
a volume. Magnificence comes after. This, when it can be 
afforded, is not to be lavished upon all kind of books indis- 
criminately. I would not dress a set of Magazines, for instance, 
in full suit. The dishabille, or half-binding (with Russia backs 

^ A criminal hero of Fielding's. 
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ever) is our costume. A Shakespeare, or a Milton (unless the 
first editions), it were mere foppery to trick out in gay apparel. 
The possession of them confers no distinction. The exterior of 
them (the things themselves being so common), strange to say, 
raises no sweet emotions, no tickling sense of property in the 
owner. Thomson's Seasons, again, looks best (I maintain it) 
a little torn and dog's-eared. How beautiful to a genuine lover 
of reading are the sullied leaves, and worn-out appearance, nay, 
the very odour (beyond Russia), if we would not forget kind 
feelings in fastidiousness, of an old '* Circulating Library " Tom 
Jones or Vicar of Wakefield I How they speak of the thousand 
thumbs that have turned over their pages with delight! — of 
the lone sempstress whom they may have cheered (milliner, or 
hard-working mantua-maker) after her long day's needle-toil, 
running far mto midnight, when she has snatched an hour, ill- 
spared from sleep, to steep her cares, as in some Lethean cup, in 
spelling out their enchanting contents! Who would have them 
a whit less soiled? What better condition could we desire to see 
them in? 

Ldl some respects the better a book is, the less it demands 
from binding. Fielding, Smollet, Sterne, and all that class of 
perpetually self-reproductive volumes — Great Nature's Stere- 
otypes — we see them individually perish with less regret, be- 
cause we know the copies of them to be **eteme." But where 
a book is at once both good and rare — where the individual 
is almost the spedes, and when that perishes, — 

We know not where is that Promethean torch 
That can its light relumine — 

such a book, for instance, as the Life of the Duke of NeivcasUe^ 
by his Duchess — no casket is rich enough, no casing sufficiently 
diurable, to honour and keep safe such a jewel. 

Not only rare volumes of this description, which seem hope- 
less ever to be reprinted; but old editions of writers, such as Sir 
Philip Sidney, Bishop Taylor, Milton in his prose- works, Fuller 
— of whom we have reprints, yet the books themselves, though 
they go about, and are talked of here and there, we know, have 
not endenizened themselves (nor possibly ever will) in the na- 
tional heart, so as to become stock books — it is good to possess 
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these in durable and costly covers. I do not care for a First 
Folio of Shakespeare. I rather prefer the common editions of 
Rowe and Tonson, without notes, and with plates, which, being 
so execrably bad, serve as maps, or modest remembrancers, to 
the text, and, without pretending to any supposable emula- 
tion with it, are so much better than the Shakespeare gallery 
engravings^ which did, I have a community of feeling with my 
countrymen about his Plays, and I like those editions of him 
best which have been oftenest tumbled about and handled. 
On the contrary I cannot read Beaumont and Fletcher but in 
Folio. The Octavo editions are painful to look at. I have no 
sympathy with them. If they were as much read as the current 
editions of the other poet, I should prefer them in that shape 
to the older one. I do not know a more heartless sight than the 
reprint of The Anatomy of Melancholy. What need was there of 
unearthing the bones of that fantastic old great man, to expose 
them in a winding-sheet of the newest fashion to modern cen- 
sure? what hapless stationer could dream of Burton ever be- 
coming popular? The wretched Malone could not do worse, 
when he bribed the sexton of Stratford church to let him white- 
wash the painted effigy of old Shakespeare, which stood there, 
in rude but lively fashion depicted, to the very colour of the 
cheek, the eye, the eyebrow, hair, the very dress he used to 
wear — the only authentic testimony we had, however imper- 
fect, of these curious parts and parcels of him. They covered 

him over with a coat of white paint. By , if I had been 

a justice of peace for Warwickshire, I would have clapt both 
commentator and sexton fast in the stocks, for a pair of med- 
dling sacrilegious varlets. 

I think I see them at their work — these sapient trouble- 
tombs. 

Shall I be thought fantastical, if I confess that the names of 
some of our poets sound sweeter, and have a finer relish to the 
ear — to mine, at least — than that of Milton or of Shakespeare? 
It may be that the latter are more staled and rung upon in 
common discourse. The sweetest names, and which carry a 
perfume in the mention, are Kit Marlowe, Drayton, Drum- 
mond of Hawthomden, and Cowley. 

Much depends upon when and where you read a book. 



— i 
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In the five or six impatient minutes before the dinner is quite 
ready, who would think of taking up the Fairy Queen for a stop- 
gap, or a volume of Bishop Andrewes' sermons? 

Milton almost requires a solemn service of music to be played 
before you enter upon him. But he brings his music, to which 
who listens had need bring docile thoughts, and purged ears. 

Winter evenings — the world shut out — with less of cere- 
mony the gentle Shakespeare enters. At such a season, the 
Tempest, or his own Winter^ s Tale — 

These two poets you cannot avoid reading aloud — to your- 
self, or (as it chances) to some single person listening. More 
than one — and it degenerates into an audience. 

Books of quick interest, that hurry on for incidents, are for 
the eye to glide over only. It will not do to read them out. I 
could never listen to even the better kind of modem novels 
without extreme irksomeness. 

A newspaper, read out, is intolerable. . . . 



A DISSERTATION UPON ROAST PIG 

1822 

[Published in the September number of the London Magazine, " M." is 
Lamb's friend Thomas Manning, traveler and Orientalist, who had ac- 
tually given him the nucleus of the essay in a Chinese story.] 

Mankind, says a Chinese manuscript, which my friend M. 
was obliging enough to read and explain to me, for the first 
seventy thousand ages ate their meat raw, clawing or biting it 
from the living animal, just as they do in Abyssinia to this day. 
This period is not obscurely hinted at by their great Confucius 
in the second chapter of his Mundane Mutations , where he des- 
ignates a kind of golden age by the term Cho-fang, literally 
the Cook's holiday. The manuscript goes on to say that the art 
of roasting, or rather broiling (which I take to be the elder 
brother), was accidentally discovered in the manner following. 
The swine-herd, Ho-ti, having gone out into the woods one 
morning, as his manner was, to collect mast for his hogs, left his 
cottage in the care of his eldest son Bo-bo, a great lubberly boy, 
who, being fond of playing with fire, as younkers of his age 



88 CHARLES LAMB 

commonly are, let some sparks escape into a bundle of straw, 
which kindling quickly, spread the conflagration over every part 
of their poor mansion, till it was reduced to ashes. Together 
with the cottage (a sorry antediluvian make-shift of a building, 
you may think it), what was of much more importance, a fine 
litter of new-farrowed pigs, no less than nine in number, per- 
ished. China pigs have been esteemed a luxury all over the 
East from the remotest periods that we read of. Bo-bo was in 
utmost consternation, as you may think, not so much for the 
sake of the tenement, which his father and he could easily build 
up again with a few dry branches, and the labour of an hour or 
two, at any time, as for the loss of the pigs. While he was think- 
ing what he should say to his father, and wringing his hand? 
over the smoking remnants of one of those imtimely sufferers, 
an odour assailed his nostrils, unlike any scent which he had 
before experienced. What could it proceed from? — not from 
the burnt cottage — he had smelt tiat smell before — indeed 
this was by no means the first accident of the kind which had 
occurred through the negligence of this imlucky young fire- 
brand. Much less did it resemble that of any known herb, weed, 
or flower. A premonitory moistening at the same time over- 
flowed his nether lip. He knew not what to think. He next, 
stooped down to feel the pig, if there were any signs of life in 
it. He burnt his fingers, and to cool them he applied them in 
his booby fashion to his mouth. Some of the crumbs of the 
scorched skin had come away with his finger, and for the first 
time in his life (in the world's life indeed, for before him no man 
had known it) he tasted — crackling! Again he felt and 
fumbled at the pig. It did not burn him so much now, still he 
licked his fingers from a sort of habit. The truth at length 
broke into his slow understanding, that it was the pig that smelt 
so, and the pig that tasted so delicious; and, surrendering 
himself up to the newborn pleasure, he fell to tearing up whole 
handfuls of the scorched skin with the flesh next it, and was 
cranuning it down his throat in his beastly fashion, when his 
sire entered amid the smoking rafters, armed with retributory 
cudgel, and finding how affairs stood, began to rain blows upon 
the young rogue's shoulders, as thick as hailstones, which Bo-bo 
heeded not any more than if they had been flies. The tickling 
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pleasure which he experienced in his lower regions had rendered 
him quite callous to any inconveniences he might feel in those 
remote quarters. His father might lay on, but he could not beat 
him from his pig, till he had fairly made an end of it, when, be- 
coming a little more sensible of his situation, something like the 
following dialogue ensued. 

"You graceless whelp, what have you got there devouring? 
Is it not enough that you have burnt me down three houses 
with your dog's tricks, and be hanged to you, but you must be 
eating fire, and I know not what — what have you got there, 
I say?'' 

"O, father, the pig, the pig, do come and taste how nice the 
burnt pig eats." 

The ears of Ho-ti tingled with horror. He cursed his son, and 
he cursed himself that ever he should beget a son that should 
eat burnt pig. 

Bo-bo, whose scent was wonderfully sharpened since morn- 
ing, soon raked out another pig, and fairly rending it asunder, 
thrust the lesser half by main force into the fist of Ho-ti, still 
shouting out "Eat, eat, eat the burnt pig, father, only taste — 
O Lord," — with such-like barbarous ejaculations, cramming 
all the while as if he would choke. 

Ho-ti trembled every joint while he grasped the abominable 
thing, wavering whether he should not put his son to death for 
an unnatural young monster, when the crackling scorching his 
fingers, as it had done his son's, and applying the same remedy 
to them, he in his turn tasted some of its flavour, which, make 
what sour mouths he would for a pretence, proved not alto- 
gether displeasing to him. In conclusion (for the manuscript 
here is a little tedious) both father and son fairly sat down to 
the mess, and never left off till they had despatched all that 
remained of the litter. 

Bo-bo was strictly enjoined not to let the secret escape, for 
the neighbours would certainly have stoned them for a couple 
of abominable wretches, who could think of improving upon 
the good meat which Gk)d had sent them. Nevertheless, strange 
stories got about. It was observed that Ho-ti's cottage was 
burnt down now more frequently than ever. Nothing but fires 
from this time forward. Some would break out in broad day, 
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others in the night-time. As often as the sow farrowed, so sure 
was the house of Ho-ti to be in a blaze; and Ho-ti himself, which 
was the more remarkable, instead of chastising his son, seemed 
to grow more indulgent to him than ever. At length they were 
watched, the terrible mystery discovered, and father and son 
summoned to take their trial at Pekin, then an inconsiderable 
assize town. Evidence was given, the obnoxious food itself pro- 
duced in court, and verdict about to be pronounced, when the 
foreman of the jury begged* that some of the burnt pig, of which 
the culprits stood accused, might be handed into the box. He 
handled it, and they all handled it, and burning their fingers, 
as Bo-bo and his father had done before them, and nature 
prompting to each of them the same remedy, against the face 
Df all the facts, and the clearest charge which judge had ever 
given, — to the surprise of the whole court, townsfolk, stran- 
gers, reporters, and all present — without leaving the box, or 
any manner of consultation whatever, they brought in a simul- 
taneous verdict of Not Guilty. 

The judge, who was a shrewd fellow, winked at the manifest 
iniquity of the decision; and, when the court was dismissed, 
went privily, and bought up all the pigs that could be had for 
love or money. In a few days his Lordship's town house was 
observed to be on fire. The tiling took wing, and now there was 
nothing to be seen but fires in every direction. Fuel and pigs 
grew enormously dear all over the district. The insurance 
offices one and all shut up shop. People built slighter and 
slighter every day, until it was feared that the very science of 
architecture would in no long time be lost to the world. Thus 
this custom of firing houses continued, till in process of time, 
says my manuscript, a sage arose, like our Locke, who made 
a discovery that the flesh of swine, or indeed of any other 
animal, might be cooked (burnt, as they called it) without the 
necessity of consuming a whole house to dress it. Then first 
began the rude form of a gridiron. Roasting by the string, or 
spit, came in a century or two later, I forget in whose dynasty. 
By such slow degeees, concludes the manuscript, do the most 
useful, and seemingly the most obvious arts, make their way 
among mankind. — 

Without placing too implicit faith in the account above given. 



I 
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it must be agreed, that if a worthy pretext for so dangerous an 
experiment as setting houses on fire (especially in these days) 
could be assigned in favour of any culinary object, that pretext 
and excuse might be found in roast pig. 

Of all the delicacies in the whole mundus edibiliSy I will 
maintain it to be the most delicate — princeps obsoniorum.^ 

I speak not of your grown porkers — things between pig 
and pork — those hobbydehoys — but a young and tender 
suckling — under a moon old — guiltless as yet of the sty — 
with no original speck of the amor immunditicBy^ the hereditary 
failing of the first parent, yet manifest — his voice as yet not 
broken, but something between a childish treble and a grumble 
— the mild forerunner, or produdium, of a grunt. 

He must he roasted, I am not ignorant that our ancestors ate 
them seethed, or boiled — but what a sacrifice of the exterior 
tegument! 

There is no flavour comparable, I will contend, to that of the 
crisp, tawny, well-watched, not over-roasted, cracklingy as it is 
well called — the very teeth are invited to their share of the 
pleasure at this banquet in overcoming the coy, brittle resist- 
ance — with the adhesive oleaginous — O call it not fat — but 
an indefinable sweetness growing up to it — the tender blossom- 
ing of fat — fat cropped in the bud — taken in the shoot — in 
the first innocence — the cream and quintessence of the child- 
pig's yet pure food — the lean, no lean, but a kind of animal 
manna — or, rather, fat and lean (if it must be so), so blended 
and running into each other, that both together make but one 
ambrosian result, or common substance. 

Behold him, while he is doing — it seemeth rather a refresh- 
ing warmth, than a scorching heat, that he is so passive to. 
How equably he twirleth round the string ! — Now he is just 
done. To see the extreme sensibility of that tender age, he 
hath wept out his pretty eyes — radiant jellies — shooting 
stars — 

See him in the dish, his second cradle, how meek he lieth! — 
wouldst thou have had this innocent grow up to the grossness 
and indocility which too often accompany maturer swinehood? 
Ten to one he would have proved a glutton, sloven, an obsti- 

* Chief of delicacies. • Love of filth. 
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nate, disagreeable animal — wallowing in all manner of filthy 
conversation — from these sins he is happily snatched away — ■ 

Ere sin could blight, or sorrow fade, 
Death came with timely care — ^ 

his memory is odoriferous — no clown curseth, while his stom- 
ach half rejecteth, the rank bacon — no coalheaver bolteth 
him in reeking sausages — he hath a fair sepulchre in the grate- 
ful stomach of the judicious epicure — and for such a tomb 
might be content to die. 

He is the best of Sapors.^ Pine-apple is great. She is indeed 
almost too transcendent — a delight, if not sinful, yet so like to 
sinning, that really a tender-conscienced person would do well 
to pause — too ravishing for mortal taste, she woundeth and 
excoriateth the lips that approach her — like lovers' kisses, she 
biteth — she is a pleasure bordering on pain from the fierceness 
and insanity of her relish — but she stoppeth at the palate — 
she meddleth not with the appetite — and the coarsest hunger 
might barter her consistently for a mutton chop. 

Pig — let me speak his praise — is no less provocative of the 
appetite than he is satisfactory to the criticalness of the censori- 
ous palate. The strong man may batten on him, and weakling 
refuseth not his mild juices. 

Unlike to mankind's mixed characters, a bimdle of virtues and 
vices, inexplicably intertwisted, and not to be unraveled with- 
out hazard, he is — good throughout. No part of him is better 
or worse than another. He helpeth, as far as his Httle means 
extend, all around. He is the least envious of banquets. He is 
all neighbours' fare. 

I am one of those who freely and ungrudgingly impart a share 
of the good things of this life which fall to their lot (few as mine 
are in this kind) to a friend. I protest I take as great an interest 
in my friend's pleasures, his rehshes, and proper satisfactions, 
as in mine own. "Presents," I often say, "endear Absents." 
Hares, pheasants, partridges, snipes, barn-door chickens (those 
"tame villatic fowl"), capons, plovers, brawn, barrels of 
oysters, I dispense as freely as I receive them. I love to taste 
them, as it were, upon the tongue of my friend. But a stop must 

* From Coleridge's " Epitaph on an Infant." * Flavors. 
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be put somewhere. One would not, like Lear, "give every- 
thing." I make my stand upon pig. Methinks it is an ingrati- 
tude to the Giver of all good flavours, to extra-domiciliate, or 
send out of the house, slightingly (under pretext of friendship, 
or I know not what), a blessing so particularly adapted, pre- 
destined, I may say, to my incUvidual palate — It argues an 
insensibility. 

I remember a touch of conscience in this kind at school. My 
good old aimt, who never parted from me at the end of a holiday 
without stuflSng a sweetmeat, or some nice thing, into my 
pocket, had dismissed me one evening with a smoking plum- 
cake, fresh from the oven. In my way to school (it was over 
London Bridge) a grey-headed old beggar saluted me (I have no 
doubt at this time of day that he was a counterfeit). I had no 
pence to console him with, and in the vanity of self-denial, and 
the very coxcombry of charity, school-boy-like, I made him a 
present of — the whole cake! I walked on a Kttle, buoyed up, 
as one is on such occasions, with a sweet soothing of self- 
satisfaction; but before I had got to the end of the bridge my 
better feelings returned, and I burst into tears, thinking how 
ungrateful I had been to my good aimt, to go and give her good 
gift away to a stranger, that I had never seen before, and who 
might be a bad man for aught I knew; and then I thought of the 
pleasure my aunt would be taking in thinking that I — I myself, 
and not another — would eat her nice cake — and what should 
I say to her the next time I saw her — how naughty I was to 
part with her pretty present — and the odour of that spicy cake 
came back upon my recollection, and the pleasure and the 
curiosity I had taken in seeing her make it, and her joy when 
she sent it to the oven, and how disappointed she would feel 
that I had never had a bit of it in my mouth at last — and I 
blamed my impertinent spirit of alms-giving, and out-of-place 
hypocrisy of goodness, and above all I wished never to see the 
face again of that insidious, good-for-nothing, old grey im- 
postor. 

Our ancestors were nice in their method of sacrificing these 
tender victims. We read of pigs whipt to death with something 
of a shock, as we hear of any other obsolete custom. The age of 
discipline is gone by, or it would be curious to inquire (in a 
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philosophical light merely) what effect this process might have 
towards intenerating and duldfying a substance naturally so 
mild and dulcet as the flesh of yoimg pigs. It looks like refining 
a violet. Yet we should be cautious, while we condemn the 
inhiunanity, how we censure the wisdom of the practice. It 
might impart a gusto — 

I remember an hypothesis, argued upon by the young students, 
when I was at St. Omer's,^and mamtained with much learmng 
and pleasantry on both sides, "Whether, supposing that the 
flavour of a pig who obtained his death by whij^ing (perjlageU 
latianem extremam) superadded a pleasure upon the palate of a 
man more intense than any possible suffering we can conceive 
in the animal, is man justified in using that method of putting 
the animal to death?" I forget the decision. 

His sauce should be considered. Decidedly, a few bread 
crumbs, done up with his liver and brains, and a dash of mild 
sage. But, banish, dear Mrs. Cook, I beseech you, the whole 
onion tribe. Barbecue your whole hogs to your palate, steep 
them in shalots, stuff them out with plantations of the rank and 
guilty garlic; you cannot poison them, or make them stronger 
than they are — but consider, he is a weakling — a flower. 



PREFACE 

BY A FRIEND OF THE LATE ELIA 

1823 

[Tirst published, in slightly different form, in the London Magazine for 
January, 1823, shortly after the publication of the collected Essays ofEliay 
when Lamb apparently intended to discontinue the essays. The present 
form of the essay is that used as a Preface to the volume of Last Essays of 
Elia, 1833. Lamb here sketches his own character in a manner reminis- 
cent of Steme^s accoimt of himself as Yorick in Tristram Shandy. \ 

This poor gentleman, who for some months past had been 
in a declining way, hath at length paid his final tribute to 
nature. 

To say truth, it is time he were gone. The humour of the 

* A Jesuit college, here introduced only because of the reputation of the Jesuit theo- 
lo(d;a3s in ^hp discussion of subtle questions of morality 
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thing, if there ever was much in it, was pretty well exhausted; 
and a two years' and a half existence has been a tolerable dura- 
tion for a phantom. 

I am now at liberty to confess that much which I have heard 
objected to my late friend's writings was well-founded. Crude 
they are, I grant you — a sort of unlicked, incondite things — 
villainously pranked in an affected array of antique modes and 
phrases. They had not been his, if they had been other than 
such; and better it is, that a writer should be natural in a self- 
pleasing quaintness, than to affect a naturalness (so called) 
that should be strange to him. Egotistical they have been pro- 
noxmced by some who did not know that what he tells us, as of 
himself, was often true only (historically) of another; as in a 
former Essay (to save many instances) — where under the first 
person (his favourite figure) he shadows forth the forlorn estate 
of a coimtry-boy placed at a London school, far from his friends 
and connections — in direct opposition to his own early history. ^ 
If it be egotism to imply and twine with his own identity the 
griefs and affections of another — making himself many, or 
reducing many unto himself — then is the skilful novelist, who 
all along brings in his hero or herome, speaking of themselves, 
the greatest egotist of all; who yet has never, therefore, been 
accused of that narrowness. And how shall the intenser 
dramatist escape being faulty, who, doubtless, under cover of 
passion uttered by another, oftentimes gives blameless vent to 
his most inward feelings, and expresses his own story modestly? 

My late friend was in many respects a singular character. 
These who did not like him, hated him; and some who once 
Uked him afterwards became his bitterest haters. The truth is, 
he gave himself too little concern what he uttered, and in whose 
presence. He observed neither time nor place, and would 
e'en out with what came uppermost. With the severe religion- 
ist he would pass for a freethinker; while the other faction set 
him down for a bigot, or persuaded themselves that he belied 
his sentiments. Few understood him; and I am not certain that 
at all times he quite understood himself. He too much affected 
that dangerous %ure — irony. He sowed doubtful speeches, 
and reaped plain, unequivocal hatred. He would interrupt the 

^ See page 56, above. 
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gravest discussion with some light jest; and yet, perhaps, not 
quite irrelevant in ears that could understand it. Your long and 
much talkers hated him. The informal habit of his mind, 
joined to an inveterate impediment of speech, forbade him to 
be an orator; and he seemed determined that no one else should 
play that part when he was present. He was peHt and ordinary 
in his person and appearance. I have seen him sometimes in 
what is called good company, but where he has been a stranger, 
sit silent, and be suspected for an odd fellow; till, some im« 
lucky occasion provoking it, he would stutter out some senseless 
pun (not altogether senseless perhaps, if rightly taken), which 
has stamped his character for the evening. It was hit or miss 
with him; but nine times out of ten, he contrived by this device 
to send away a whole company his enemies. His conceptions 
rose kindlier than his utterance, and his happiest impromptus 
had the appearance of effort. He has been accused of trying to 
be witty, when in truth he was but struggling to give his poor 
thoughts articulation. He chose his companions for some in- 
dividuality of character which they manifested. Hence not 
many persons of science, and few professed literati^ were of his 
councils. They were, for the most part, persons of an uncertain 
fortune; and, as to such people commonly nothing is more ob- 
noxious than a gentleman of settled (though moderate) income, 
he passed with most of them for a great miser. To my knowl- 
edge this was a mistake. His intimados, to confess a truth, were 
in the world's eye a ragged regiment. He found them floating on 
the surface of society; and the colour, or something else in the 
weed, pleased him. The burrs stuck to him — but they were 
good and loving burrs for all that. He never greatly cared for 
the society of what are called good people. If any of these were 
scandalized (and offences were sure to arise), he could hot help 
it. When he has been remonstrated with for not making more 
concessions to the feelings of good people, he would retort by 
asking, what one point did these good people ever concede to 
him? He was temperate in his meals and diversions, but always 
kept a little on this side of abstemiousness. Only in the use 
of the Indian weed he might be thought a little excessive. He 
took it, he would say, as a solvent of speech. Marry — as the 
friendly vapour ascended, how his prattle would curl up some- 
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times with it! the ligaments which tongue-tied him were 
loosened, and the stammerer proceeded a statist! 

I do not know whether I ought to bemoan or rejoice that my 
old friend is departed. His jests were beginning to grow obso* 
lete, and his stories to be found out. He felt the approaches oi 
age; and while he pretended to cling to life, you saw how slender 
were the ties left to bind him. Discoursing with him latterly on 
this subject, he expressed himself with a pettishness which I 
thought unworthy of him. In our walks about his suburban 
retreat (as he called it) at Shacklewell, some children belonging 
to a school of industry had met us, and bowed and curtseyed, 
as he thought, in an especial manner to hint. "They take 
me for a visiting governor," he muttered earnestly. He had a 
horror, which he carried to a foible, of looking like anything 
important and parochial. He thought that he approached 
nearer to that stamp daily. He had a general aversion from 
being treated like a grave or respectable character, and kept a 
wary eye upon tie advances of age that should so entitle him. 
He herded always, while it was possible, with people younger 
than himself. He did not conform to the march of time, but 
was dragged along in the procession. His manners lagged be- 
hind his years. He was too much of the boy-man. The toga 
virilis ^ never sate gracefully on his shoulders. The impressions 
of infancy had burnt into him, and he resented the impertinence 
of manhood. These were weaknesses; but such as they were, 
they are a key to explicate some of his writings. 

OLD CHINA 

1823 

[Published in the March number of the London Magazine. For Elia's 
"Cousin Bridget," see the essay on "Mackery End."] 

I HAVE an almost feminine partiality for old china. When 
I go to see any great house, I enquire for the china-closet, and 
next for the picture gallery. I cannot defend the order of prefer- 
ence, but by saying that we have all some taste or other, of too 
ancient a date to admit of our remembering distinctly that it 

^ Garment of manhood. 
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was an acquired one. I can call to mind the first play, and the 
first exhibition, that I was taken to; but I am not conscious of 
a time when china jars and saucers were introduced into my 
imagination. 

I had no repugnance then — why should I now have? — to 
those little, lawless, azure-tinctured grotesques, that, under the 
notion of men and women, float about, undrcumscribed by any 
element, in that world before perspective — a china tea-cup. 

I like to see my old friends — whom distance cannot diminish 

— figuring up in the air (so they appear to our optics), yet on 
terra firma still — for so we must in courtesy interpret that 
speck of deeper blue which the decorous artist, to prevent ab- 
surdity, had made to spring up beneath their sandals. 

I love the men with women's faces, and the women, if possi- 
ble, with still more womanish expressions. 

Here is a young and courtly Mandarin, handing tea to a lady 
from a salver — two miles off. See how distance seems to set 
off respect! And here the same lady, or another — for likeness 
is identity on tea-cups — is stepping into a little fairy boat, 
moored on the hither side of this calm garden river, with a 
dainty mincing foot, which in a right angle of incidence (as 
angles go in our world) must infallibly land her in the midst of 
a flowery mead — a furlong off on the other side of the same 
strange stream! 

Farther on — if far or near can be predicated of their world 

— see horses, trees, pagodas, dancing the hays.^ 

Here — a cow and rabbit couchant, and co-extensive — so 
objects show, seen through the lucid atmosphere of fine Cathay. 

I was pointing out to my cousin last evening, over our Hyson 
(which we are old-fashioned enough to drink unmixed still of 
an afternoon), some of these speciosa miracula ^ upon a set of 
extraordinary old blue china (a recent purchase) which we were 
now for the first time using; and could not help remarking how 
favourable circumstances had been to us of late years, that we 
could afford to please the eye sometimes with trifles of this sort 

— when a passing sentiment seemed to overshade the brows of 
my companion. I am quick at detecting these summer clouds in 
Bridget. 

^ Country dances. * "Shining wonders" (Honux). 
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"I wish the good old times would come again/' she said, 
"when we were not quite so rich. I do not mean that I want 
to be poor; but there was a middle state" — so she was pleased 
to ramble on — "in which I am sure we were a great deal hap- 
pier. A purchase is but a purchase, now that you have money 
enough and to spare. Formerly it used to be a triumph. Wheii 
we coveted a cheap luxury (and, O! how much ado I had to get 
you to consent in those times!), we were used to have a debate 
two or three days before, and to weigh the for and against^ 
and think what we might spare it out of, and what saving 
we could hit upon, that should be an equivalent. A thing 
was worth buying then, when we felt the money that we paid 
for it. 

"Do you remember the brown suit which you made to hang 
upon you till all your friends cried shame upon you, it grew so 
thread-bare — and all because of that folio Beaumont and 
Fletcher, which you dragged home late at night from Barker's 
in Covent Garden? Do you remember how we eyed it for weeks 
before we could make up our minds to the purchase, and had 
not come to a determination till it was near ten o'clock of the 
Saturday night, when you set off from Islington, fearing you 
should be too late — and when the old bookseller with some 
grumbling opened his shop, and by the twinkling taper 
(for he was setting bedwards) lighted out the relic from his 
dusty treasures — and when you lugged it home, wishing it were 
twice as cumbersome — and when you presented it to me — 
and when we were exploring the perfectness of it {collating you 
called it) — and while I was repairing some of the loose leaves 
with paste, which your impatience would not suffer to be left 
till daybreak — was there no pleasure in being a poor man? 
or can those neat black clothes which you wear now, and are so 
careful to keep brushed, since we have become rich and finical, 
give you half the honest vanity with which you flaunted it 
about in that overworn suit — your old corbeau ^ — for four 
or five weeks longer than you should have done, to pacify your 
conscience for the mighty sum of fifteen — or sixteen shillings 
was it? — a great affair we thought it then — which you had 
lavished on the old folio. Now you can aflEord to buy any book 

^ A dark green goods. 
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that pleases you, but I do not see that you ever bring me home 
any nice old purchases now. 

"When you came home with twenty apologies for laying out 
a less number of shillings upon that print after Lionardo, which 
we christened the *Lady Blanch'; when you looked at the pur- 
chase, and thought of the money — and thought of the money, 
and looked again at the picture — was there no pleasure in 
being a poor man? Now, you have nothing to do but to walk 
into Colnaghi's, and buy a wilderness of Lionardos. Yet do 
you? 

''Then, do you remember our pleasant walks to Enfield, and 
Potter's Bar, and Waltham, when we had a holiday — holidays, 
and all other fim, are gone, now we are rich — and the Httle 
hand-basket in which I used to deposit our day's fare of savoury 
cold lamb said salad — and how you would pry about at noon- 
tide for some decent house, where we might go in, and produce 
oiu: store — only pa3dng for the ale that you must call for — 
and speculate upon the looks of the landlady, and whether she 
was likely to allow us a table-cloth — and wish for such another 
honest hostess as Izaak Walton has described many a one on 
the pleasant banks of the Lea, when he went a-fishing — and 
sometimes they would prove obliging enough, and sometimd> 
they ^ould look grudgingly upon us — but we had cheerful 
looks still for one another, and would eat our plain food 
savorily, scarcely grudging Piscator his Trout Hall? Now, 
when we go out a day's pleasuring, which is seldom moreover, 
we ride part of the way — and go into a fine inn, and order the 
best of dinners, never debating the expense — which, after all, 
never has half the relish of those chance coimtry snaps, when 
we were at the mercy of xmcertain usage and a precarious 
welcome. 

"You are too proud to see a play anywhere now but in the 
pit. Do you remember where it was we used to sit, when we 
saw The BatUe of Hexham, and The Surrender of Calais, and 
Bannister and Mrs. Bland in The Children in the Wood — when 
we squeezed out our shillings a-piece to sit three or four times 
in a season in the one-shilling gallery — where you felt all 
the time that you ought not to have brought me — and more 
strongly I felt obligation to you for having brought me — and 
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the pleasure was the better for a little shame — and when the 
curtam drew up, what cared we for our place in the house, or 
what mattered it where we were sitting, when oiu: thoughts were 
with Rosalind in Arden, or with Viola at the Court of Illyria? 
You used to say that the gallery was the best place of all for 
enjoying a play socially — that the relish of such exhibitions 
must be in proportion to the inf requency of going — that the 
company we met there, not being in general readers of plays, 
were obliged to attend the more, and did attend, to what was 
going on, on the stage — because a word lost would have been 
a chasm which it was impossible for them to fill up. With such 
reflections we consoled our pride then — and I appeal to you 
whether, as a woman, I met generally with less attention and 
accommodation than I have done since in more expensive situa- 
tions in the house? The getting in indeed, and the crowding 
up those inconvenient staircases, was bad enough, — but there 
was still a law of civility to woman recognized to quite as great 
an extent as we ever found in the other passages — and how a 
little difficulty overcome heightened the snug seat, and the 
play, afterwards ! Now we can only pay our money and walk in. 
You cannot see, you say, in the galleries now, I am sure we 
saw, and heard too, well enough then — but sight, and all, I 
think, is gone with our poverty. 

"There was pleasure in eating strawberries, before they be- 
came quite common — in the first dish of peas, while they were 
yet dear — to have them for a nice supper, a treat. What treat 
can we have now? If we were to treat ourselves now — that is, 
to have dainties a little above our means, it would be selfish and 
wicked. It is very littie more that we allow ourselves beyond 
what the actual poor can get at, that makes what I call a treat 
— when two people living together, as we have done, now and 
then indulge themselves in a cheap luxury, which both like; 
while each apologizes, and is willing to take both halves of the 
blame to his single share. I see no harm in people making much 
of themselves in that sense of the word. It may give them a 
hint how to make much of others. But now — what I mean by 
the word — we never do make much of ourselves. None but 
the poor can do it I do not mean the veriest poor of all, but 
persons as we were, just above poverty. 
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" I know what you were going to say, that it is mighty pleas- 
ant at the end of the year to make all meet, — and much ado we 
used to have every Thirty-first Night of December to account 
for our exceedings — many a long face did you make over yoiu* 
puzzled accoimts, and in contriving to make it out how we had 
spent so much — or that we had not spent so much — or that 
it was impossible we should spend so much next year — and 
still we found our slender capital decreasing — but then, be- 
twixt ways, and projects, and compromises of one sort or an- 
other, and talk of curtailing this charge, and doing without 
that for the futiure — and the hope that youth brings, and 
laughing spirits (m which you were never poor tiU now), we 
po(±eted up our loss, and in conclusion, with 'lusty brinuners' 
(as you used to quote it out of hearty cheerful Mr. Cottony as 
you called him), we used to welcome in the * coming guest.' ^ 
Now we have no reckoning at all at the end of the old year — 
no flattering promises about the new year doing better for us." 

Bridget is so sparing of her speech on most occasions, that 
when she gets into a rhetorical vein I am careful how I interrupt 
it. I could not help, however, smiling at the phantom of wealth 
which her dear imagination had conjured up out of a clear in- 
come of poor — hundred pounds a year. "It is true we were 
happier when we were poorer, but we were aiso younger, my 
cousin. I am afraid we must put up with the excess, for if we 
were to shake the superflux into the sea, we should not much 
mend ourselves. That we had much to struggle with, as we 
grew up together, we have reason to be most thankful. It 
strengthened and knit our compact closer. We could never 
have been what we have been to each other, if we had always 
had the sufficiency which you now complain of. The resist- 
ing power — those natural dilations of the youthful spirit, 
which circumstances cannot straiten — with us are long since 
passed away. Competence to age is supplementary youth, a 
sorry supplement indeed, but I fear the best that is to be had. 
We must ride, where we formerly walked: live better, and lie 
softer — and shall be wiser to do so — than we had means to 
do in those good old days you speak of. Yet could those days 
return — could you and I once more walk our thirty miles a-day 

1 From Charles Cotton's " The New Year." 



THE SUPERANNUATED MAN 103 

— could Bannister and Mrs. Bland again be young, and you 
and I be young to see them — could tie good old one-shilling 
gallery days return — they are dreams, my cousin, now — but 
could you and I at this moment, instead of this quiet argument, 
by our well-carpeted fire-side, sitting on this luxurious sofa — 
be once more struggling up those inconvenient staircases, 
pushed about, and squeezed, and elbowed by the poorest rab- 
ble of poor gallery scramblers — -could I once more hear those 
anxious shrieks of yours — and the delicious Thank God, we are 
safe, which always followed when the topmost stair, conquered, 
let in the first light of the whole cheerful theatre down beneath 
us — I know not the fathom line that ever touched a descent so 
deep as I would be willing to bury more wealth in than Croesus 

had, or the great Jew R ^ is supposed to have, to purchase 

it. And now do just look at that merry little Chinese waiter 
holding an umbrella, big enough for a bed-tester, over the head 
of that pretty insipid half-Madonnaish chit of a lady in that 
very blue simimer house." 

THE SUPERANNUATED MAN 

1825 

[Published in the May number of the London Magazine. The essay is 
substantially autobiographical, giving a slightly veiled account of Lamb's 
retirement from his clerkship at the India House, in March, 1825, after 
thirty-three years of service, with a pension of 450 pounds.] 

Sera tamen respexit 
Libertas. VmoiL. 

A Clerk I was in London gay. 

O'Keefe. 

If peradventure, Reader, it has been thy lot to waste the 
golden years of thy life — thy shining youth — in the irksome 
confinement of an office; to have thy prison days prolonged 
through middle age down to decrepitude and silver hairs, with- 
out hope of release or respite; to have lived to forget that there 
are such things as holidays, or to remember them but as the 
prerogatives of childhood; then, and then only, will you be 
able to appreciate my deliverance. 

^ Rothschild. 
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It is now six and thirty years since I took my seat at the desk 
in Mincing Lane. Melancholy was the transition at fourteen 
from the abundant playtime, and the frequently intervening 
vacations of school days, to the eight, nine, and sometimes ten 
hours' a-day attendance at a counting-house. But time par- 
tially reconciles us to anything. I gradually became content — 
doggedly content, as wild animals in cages. 

It is true I had my Sundays to myself; but Simdays, admir- 
able as the institution of them is for purposes of worship, are 
for that very reason the very worst adapted for days of im- 
bending and recreation. In particular, there is a gloom for me 
attendant upon a city Sunday, a weight in the air. I miss the 
cheerful cries of London, the music, and the ballad-singers — 
the buzz and stirring murmur of the streets. Those eternal bells 
depress me. The closed shops repel me. Prints, pictures, all 
the glittering and endless succession of knacks and gewgaws, 
and ostentatiously displayed wares of tradesmen, which make 
a week-day saunter through the less busy parts of the metropo- 
lis so delightful — are shut out. No book-stalls delidously to 
idle over — no busy faces to recreate the idle man who con- 
templates them ever passing by — the very face of business a 
charm by contrast to his temporary relaxation from it. Noth- 
ing to be seen but unhappy countenances — or half-happy at 
best — of emancipated 'prentices and littie tradesfolks, with 
here and there a servant maid that has got leave to go out, who, 
slaving all the week, with the habit has lost almost the capacity 
of enjoying a free hour, and livelily expressing the hollowness 
of a day's pleasuring. The very strollers in the fields on that 
day look anything but comfortable. 

But besides Sundays I had a day at Easter, and a day at 
Christmas, with a full week in the summer to go and air myself 
in my native fields of Hertfordshire. This last was a great in- 
dulgence; and the prospect of its recurrence, I believe, alone 
kept me up through the year, and made my durance tolerable. 
But when the week came round, did the glittering phantom of 
the distance keep touch with me? or rather was it not a series of 
seven uneasy days, spent in restless pursuit of pleasure, and a 
wearisome anxiety to find out how to make the most of them? 
Where was the quiet, where the promised rest? Before I had 
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a taste of it, it was vanished. I was at the desk again, counting 
upon the fifty-one tedious weeks that must intervene before 
such another snatch would come. Still the prospect of its com- 
ing threw something of an illumination upon the darker side 
of my captivity. Without it, as I have said, I could scarcely 
have sustained my thraldom. 

Independently of the rigours of attendance, I have ever been 
haunted with a sense (perhaps a mere caprice) of incapacity for 
business. This, during my latter years, had increased to such a 
degree that it was visible in all the lines of my coimtenance. 
My health and my good spirits flagged. I had perpetually a 
dread of some crisis, to which I should be found unequal. Be- 
sides my daylight servitude, I served over again all night in 
my sleep, and would awake with terrors of imaginary false 
entries, errors in my accounts, and the like. I was fifty years of 
age, and no prospect of emancipation presented itself. I had 
grown to my desk, as it were; and the wood had entered into 
my soul. 

My fellows in the office would sometimes rally me upon the 
trouble legible in my coimtenance; but I did not know that it 
had raised the suspicions of any of my employers, when on the 

5th of last month, a day ever to be remembered by me, L , 

the junior partner in the firm, calling me on one side, directly 
taxed me with my bad looks, and frankly inquired the cause of 
them. So taxed, I honestly made confession of my infirmity, 
and added that I was afraid I should eventually be obliged to 
resign his service. He spoke some words of course to hearten 
me, and there the matter rested. A whole week I remained 
labouring under the impression that I had acted imprudently 
in my disclosure; that I had foolishly given a handle against 
myself, and had been anticipating my own dismissal. A week 
passed in this manner, the most anxious one, I verily believe, 
in my whole life, when on the evening of the 12th of April, just 
as I was about quitting my desk to go home (it might be about 
eight o^clock) I received an awful summons to attend the pres- 
ence of the whole assembled firm in the formidable back par- 
lour. I thought now my time is surely come, I have done for 
myself, I am going to be told that they have no longer occasion 
for me. L , I could see, smiled at the terror I was in, which 
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was a little relief to me, — when to my utter astonishment 

B , the eldest partner, began a formal harangue to me on 

the length of my services, my very meritorious conduct during 
the whole of the time (the deuce, thought I, how did he find out 
that? I protest I never had the confidence to think as much). 
He went on to descant on the expediency of retiring at a certain 
time of life (how my heart panted !) , and, asking me a few ques- 
tions as to the amount of my own property, of which I have 
a little, ended with a proposal, to which his three partners 
nodded a grave assent, that I should accept from the house, 
which I had served so well, a pension for life to the amount of 
two- thirds of my accustomed salary — a magnificent offer! I 
do not know what I answered between surprise and grati- 
tude, but it was understood that I accepted their proposal, and 
I was told that I was free from that hour to leave their service. 
I stammered out a bow, and at just ten minutes after eight I 
went home — for ever. This noble benefit — gratitude forbids 
me to conceal their names — I owe to the kindness of the most 
munificent firm in the world — the house of Boldero, Merry- 
weather, Bosanquet, and Lacy. Esto perpetual^ 

For the first day or two I felt stunned, overwhelmed. I 
could only apprehend my felicity; I was too confused to taste 
it sincerely. I wandered about, thinking I was happy, and 
knowing that I was not. I was in the condition of a prisoner in 
the Old Bastile, suddenly let loose after a forty years' confine- 
ment. I could scarce trust myself with myself. It was like pass- 
ing out of Time into Eternity — for it is a sort of Eternity for a 
man to have his Time all to himself. It seemed to me that I 
had more time on my hands than I could ever manage. From 
a poor man, poor in Time, I was suddenly Kf ted up into a vast 
revenue; I could see no end of my possessions; I wanted some 
steward, or judicious bailiff, to manage my estates in Time for 
me. And here let me caution persons grown old in active busi- 
ness, not lightly, nor without weighing their own resources, to 
forego their customary employment all at once, for there may 
be danger in it. I feel it by myself, but I know that my re- 
sources are sufficient; and now that those first giddy raptures 
have subsided, I have a quiet home-feeling of \he blessedness of 

^ May it be "^rpetuall 
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my condition. I am in no hurry. Having all holidays, I am as 
though I had none. If Time hung heavy upon me, I could 
walk it away; but I do not walk all day long, as I used to 
do in those old transient holidays, thirty nwles a day, to 
make the most of them, li Time were troublesome, I could 
read it away, but I do not read in that violent measure with 
which, having no Time my own but candlelight Time, I used to 
weary out my head and eyesight in by-gone winters. I walk, 
read, or scribble (as now) just when the fit seizes me. I no 
longer hunt after pleasure; I let it come to me. I am like the 

man 

that's bom, and has his years come to him, 

In some green desert. 

"Years,'' you will say; "what is this superannuated simple- 
ton calculating upon? He has already told us he is past fifty." 

I have indeed lived nominally fifty years, but deduct out of 
them the hours which I have lived to other people, and not to 
myself, and you will find me still a young fellow. For that is the 
only true Time, which a man can properly call his own, that 
which he has all to himself; the rest, though in some sense he 
may be said to live it, is other people's time, not his. The 
remnant of my poor days, long or short, is at least multiplied 
for me threefold. My ten next years, if I stretch so far, will be 
as long as any preceding thirty. 'T is a fair rule-of-three sum. 

Among the strange fantasies which beset me at the commence- 
ment of my freedom, and of which all traces are not yet gone, 
one was, that a vast tract of time had intervened since I quitted 
the Counting House. I could not conceive of it as an affair of 
yesterday. The partners, and the clerks, with whom I had for 
so many years, and for so many hours in each day of the year, 
been so closely associated — being suddenly removed from 
them — they seemed as dead to me. There is a fine passage, 
which may serve to illustrate this fancy, in a tragedy by Sir 
Robert Howard, speaking of a friend's death: — 

*T was but just now he went away; 



I have not since had time to shed a tear; 
And yet the distance does the same appear 
As if he had been a thousand years from me. 
Time takes no measure in Eternity. 
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To dissipate this awkward feeling, I have been fain to go 
among them once or twice since; to visit my old desk-fellows — 
my co-brethren of the quill — that I had left below in the state 
militant. Not all the kindness with which they received me 
could qmte restore to me that pleasant familiarity which I had 
heretofore enjoyed among them. We cracked some of our old 
jokes, but methought they went ofif but faintly. My old desk, 
the peg where I hung my hat, were appropriated to another. I 

knew it must be, but I could not take it kindly. D ^1 take 

me if I did not feel some remorse — beast, if I had not — at 
quitting my old compeers, the faithful partners of my toils for 
six and thirty years, that smoothed for me with their jokes and 
conundnuns the ruggedness of my professional roads. Had it 
been so rugged then after all? or was I a coward simply? Well, 
it is too late to repent; and I also know that these suggestions 
are a common fallacy of the mind on such occasions. But my 
heart smote me. I had violently broken the bands betwixt us. 
It was at least not courteous. I shall be some time before I 
get quite reconciled to the separation. Farewell, old cronies, 
yet not for long, for again and again I will come among ye, 

if I shall have your leave. Farewell, Ch , dry, sarcastic, 

friendly! Do , mild, slow to move, and gentlemanly! 

PI ,^ officious to do, and to volunteer, good services! 

and thou, thou dreary pile, fit mansion for a Gresham 

or a Whittington of old, stately House of Merchants; with 
thy labyrinthine passages, and light-excluding, pent-up offices, 
where candles for one half the year supplied the place of the 
sun's light; unhealthy contributor to my weal, stem fosterer 
of my living, farewell! In thee remain, and not in the obscure 
collection of some wandering bookseller, my "works!" There 
let them rest, as I do from my labours, piled on thy massy 
shelves, more MSS. in folio than ever Aquinas left, and full as 
useful! My mantle I bequeath among ye. 

A fortnight has passed since the date of my first conununica- 
tion. At that period I was approaching to tranquillity, but had 
not reached it. I boasted of a calm indeed, but it was compara- 
tive only. Something of the first flutter was left; an unsettling 
sense of novelty; the dazzle to weak eyes of unaccustomed light, 

1 Characters at the India House, said to be named Chambers, Dodwell, and Plumley. 
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I missed my old chains, forsooth, as if they had been some 
necessary part of my apparel. I was a poor Carthusian, ^ from 
strict cellular discipline suddenly by some revolution returned 
upon the world. I am now as if I had never been other than my 
own master. It is natural to me to go where I please, to do 
what I please. I find myself at eleven o'clock in the day in 
Bond Street, and it seems to me that I have been sauntering 
there at that very hour for years past. I digress into Soho, 
explore a book-stall. Methinks I have been thirty years a col- 
lector. There is nothing strange nor new in it. I find myself 
before a fine picture in the morning. Was it ever otherwise? 
What is become of Fish Street Hill? Where is Fenchurch Street? 
Stones of old Mincing Lane, which I have worn with my daily 
pilgrimage for six and thirty years, to the footsteps of what toil- 
worn clerk are your everlasting flints now vocal? I indent the 
gayer flags of Pall Mall. It is 'Change time, and I am strangely 
among the Elgin marbles.^ It was no hyperbole when I ven- 
tured to compare the change in my condition to a passing into 
another world. Time stands still in a manner to me. I have 
lost all distinction of season. I do not know the day of the 
week, or of the month. Each day used to be individually felt 
by me in its reference to the foreign post days; in its distance 
from, or propinquity to, the next Simday. I had my Wednes- 
day feelings, my Saturday nights' sensations. The genius of each 
day was upon me distinctly during the whole of it, affecting my 
appetite, spirits, &c. The phantom of the next day, with the 
dreary five to follow, sate as a load upon my poor Sabbath 
recreations. What charm has washed the Ethiop white? What 
is gone of Black Monday? All days are the same. Sunday itself 
— that unfortunate failure of a holiday as it too often proved, 
what with my sense of its fugitiveness, and over-care to get the 
greatest quantity of pleasure out of it — is melted down into a 
week day. I can spare to go to church now, without grudging 
the huge cantle which it used to seem to cut out of the holiday. 
I have Time for everything. I can visit a sick friend. I can in- 
terrupt the man of much occupation when he is busiest. I can 
insult over him with an invitation to take a day's pleasure with 
me to Windsor this fine May-morning. It is Lucretian pleas- 

i A monk. * In the British Museum. 
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ure ^ to behold the poor drudges, whom I have left behind in 

the world, carking and caring; like horses in a mill, drudging on 

in the same eternal round — and what is it all for? A man can 

never have too much Time to himself, nor too little to do. Had 

I a little son, I would christen him Nothing-to-do; he should 

do nothing. Man, I verily believe, is out of his element as long 

as he is operative. I am altogether for the life contemplative. 

Will no kindly earthquake come and swallow up those accursed 

cotton mills? Take me that lumber of a desk there, and bowl 

it down 

As low as to the fiends. 

I am no longer ***** *^ clerk to the firm of, &c. I am 
Retired Leisure. I am to be met with in trim gardens. I am 
already come to be known by my vacant face and careless 
gesture, perambulating at no fixed pace nor with any settled 
purpose. I walk about; not to and from. They tell me, a cer- 
tain cum dignitate ^ air, that has been buried so long with my 
other good parts, has begun to shoot forth in my person. I 
grow into gentility perceptibly. When I take up a newspaper, 
it is to read the state of the opera. Opus operatum est,* I have 
done all that I came into this world to do. I have worked task 
work^ and have the rest of the day to myself. 



SANITY OF TRUE GENIUS 

1826 

[Published in the May number of the New Monthly Magazine, as one of 
a series of discussions of " Popular Fallacies."] 

So far from the position holding true, that great wit (or 
genius, in our modem way of speaking) has a necessary alliance 
with insanity, the greatest wits, on the contrary, will ever be 
found to be the sanest writers. It is impossible for the mind 
to conceive a mad Shakespeare. The greatness of wit, by which 
the poetic talent is here chiefly to be understood, manifests 

* From a saying of Lucretius's: " It is sweet, when the winds on the great sea are stir- 
ring up the waters, to look from land on the struggle of another." 

' In allusion to the phrase otium cum dignUcUe, " ease with dignity." 

* Thtt work is completed. 
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itself in the admirable balance of all the faculties. Madness is 
the disproportionate straining or excess of any one of them. 
"So strong a wit," says Cowley, speaking of a poetical friend 

" did Nature to him frame, 
As all things but his judgment overcame; 
His judgment like the heavenly moon did show, 
Tempering that mighty sea below." 

The ground of the mistake is, that men, finding in the rap- 
tures of the higher poetry a condition of exaltation, to which 
they have no parallel in their own experience, besides the 
spurious resemblance of it in dreams and fevers, impute a state 
of dreaminess and fever to the poet. But the true poet dreams 
being awake. He is not possessed by his subject, but has do- 
minion over.it. In the groves of Eden he walks famiUar as in 
his native paths. He ascends the empyrean heaven, and is not 
intoxicated. He treads the burning marl without dismay; he 
wins his flight without self-loss through realms of chaos "and 
old night." Or, if, abandoning himself to that severer chaos of 
a " human mind untuned," he is content awhile to be mad with 
Lear, or to hate mankind (a sort of madness) with Timon, 
neither is that madness, nor this misanthropy, so unchecked, 
but that — never letting the reins of reason wholly go, while 
most he seems to do so — he has his better genius still whisper- 
ing at his ear, with the good servant Kent suggesting saner 
counsels, or with the honest steward Flavins recommending 
kindlier resolutions. Where he seems most to recede from hu- 
manity, he will be found the truest to it. From beyond tht 
scope of Nature if he summon possible existences, he subju- 
gates them to the law of her consistency. He is beautifully 
loyal to that sovereign directress, even when he appears most 
to betray and desert her. His ideal tribes submit to policy; his 
very monsters are tamed to his hand, even as that wild sea- 
brood, shepherded by Proteus. He tames and he clothes them 
with attributes of flesh and blood, till they wonder at them- 
selves, like Indian Islanders forced to submit to European 
vesture. Caliban, the Witches, are as true to the laws of their 
own nature (ours with a difference), as Othello, Hamlet, and 
Macbeth. Herein the great and the little wits are differenced, 
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— that if the latter wander ever so little from nature or act- 
ual existence, they lose themselves, and their readers. Their 
phantoms are lawless; their visions nightmares. They do not 
create, which implies shaping and consistency. Their imagina- 
tions are not active — for to be active is to call something into 
act and form — but passive, as men in sick dreams. For the 
super-natural, or something super-added to what we know of 
nature, they give you the plainly non-natural. And if this were 
all, and that these mental hallucinations were discoverable only 
in the treatment of subjects out of nature, or transcending it, 
the judgment might with some plea be pardoned if it ran riot, 
and a little wantonized: but even in the describing of real and 
everyday life, that which is before their eyes, one of these 
lesser wits shall more deviate from nature — show more of 
that inconsequence which has a natural alliance with frenzy — 
than a great genius in his ''maddest fits,'' as Wither somewhere 
calls them. We appeal to any one that is acquainted with the 
common run of Lane's novels,^ — as they existed some twenty 
or thirty years back, — those scanty intellectual viands of the 
whole female reading pubUc, till a happier genius arose, and 
expelled for ever the innutritions phantoms, — whether he has 
not found his brain more "betossed," his memory more puzzled, 
his sense of when and where more confoimded, among the 
improbable events, the incoherent incidents, the inconsistent 
characters, or no-characters, of some third-rate love intrigue 
— where the persons shall be a Lord Glendamour and a 
Miss Rivers, and the scene only alternate between Bath and 
Bond Street — a more bewildering dreaminess induced upon 
him, than he has felt wandering over all the fairy grounds of 
Spenser. Li the productions we refer to, nothing but names 
and places is familiar; the persons are neither of this world 
nor of any other conceivable one; an endless string of activi- 
ties without purpose, or purposes destitute of motive: — we 
meet phantoms in our known walks; fantasques only christened. 
Li the poet we have names which annoimce fiction; and we 
have absolutely no place at all, for the things and persons 
of the Fairy Queen prate not of their "whereabout." But in 
their inner nature, and the law of their speech and actions, 

^ Lane was a popular publisher. 
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we are at home and upon acquainted ground. The one turns 
life into a dream; the other to the wildest dreams gives the 
sobrieties of every-day occurrences. By what subtile art 
of tracing the mental processes it is effected, we are not phi- 
losophers enough to explain, but in that wonderful episode of 
the cave of Mammon, in which the Money God appears first 
in the lowest form of a miser, is then a worker of metals, and 
becomes the god of all the treasures of the world; and has a 
daughter, Ambition, before whom all the world kneels for 
favours — with the Hesperian fruit, thp waters of Tantalus, 
with Pilate washing his hands vainly, but not impertinently, in 
the same stream — that we should be at one moment in the 
cave of an old hoarder of treasures, at the next at the forge of 
the Cyclops, in a palace and yet in hell, all at once, with the 
shifting mutations of the most rambling dream, and our judg- 
ment yet all the time awake, and neither able nor willing to 
detect the fallacy, — is a proof of that hidden sanity which still 
guides the poet in the widest seeming-aberrations. 

It is not enough to say that the whole episode is a copy of 
the mind's conceptions in sleep ; it is, in some sort — but what 
a copy ! Let the most romantic of us, that has been entertained 
all night with the spectacle of some wild and magnificent vision, 
recombine it in the morning, and try it by his waking judgment. 
That which appeared so shifting, and yet so coherent, while 
that faculty was passive, when it comes under cool examina- 
tion, shall appear so reasonless and so imlinked, that we are 
ashamed to have been so deluded, and to have taken, though 
but in sleep, a monster for a god. But the transitions in this 
episode are every whit as violent as in the most extravagant 
dbream, and yet the waking judgment ratifies them. 
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[These essays were partly based on current theatrical criticism, es- 
pecially of Kean's Shakespearean productions, which Hazlitt had con- 
tributed to journals. In the Preface he attacks eighteenth century Shake- 
speare criticism, as represented by Dr. Johnson, and commends the 
new romantic interpretations of Schlegel. With his view of Hamlet 
compare Coleridge's (page 44), by which Hazlitt had doubtless been 
influenced.] 

HAMLET 

This is that Hamlet the Dane, whom we read of in our youth 
and whom we may be said almost to remember in our after- 
years; he who made that famous soliloquy on life, who gave the 
advice to the players, who thought "this goodly frame, the 
earth, a sterile promontory, and this brave overhanging firma- 
ment, the air, this majestical roof fretted with golden fire, a 
foul and pestilent congregation of vapours*'; whom "man de- 
lighted not, nor woman neither " ; he who talked with the grave- 
diggers, and moralized on Yorick's skull; the school-fellow of 
Rosencrans and Guildenstem at Wittenberg; the friend of 
Horatio; the lover of Ophelia; he that was mad and sent to 
England; the slow avenger of his father's death; who lived 
at the court of HorwendiUus five hundred years before we were 
bom, but all whose thoughts we seem to know as well as we 
do our own, because we have read them in Shakespeare. 

Hamlet is a name; his speeches and sayings but the idle coin- 
age of the poet's brain. What then, are they not real? They 
are as real as our own thoughts. Their reahty is in the reader's 
mind. It is we who are Hamlet. This play has a prophetic 
truth, which is above that of history. Whoever has become 
thoughtful and melancholy through his own mishaps or those 
of others; whoever has borne about with him the clouded 



CHARACTERS OF SHAKESPEARE 115 

brow of reflection, and thought himself "too much i' the sun''; 
whoever has seen the golden lamp of day dimmed by envious 
mists rising in his own breast, and could find in the world be- 
fore him only a dull blank with nothing left remarkable in it; 
whoever has known "the pangs of despised love, the insolence 
of oflBice, or the spurns which patient merit of the unworthy 
takes '' ; he who has felt his mind sink within him, and sadness 
cling to his heart like a malady, who has had his hopes blighted 
and his youth staggered by the apparition of strange things; 
who cannot be well at ease, while he sees evil hovering near him 
like a spectre; whose powers of action have been eaten up by 
thought; he to whom the universe seems infinite, and himself 
Aothing; whose bitterness of soul makes him careless of conse- 
quences, and who goes to a play as his best resource to shove 
off, to a second remove, the evils of life by a mock representa- 
tion of them — this is the true Hamlet. 

We have been so used to this tragedy that we hardly know 
how to criticize it, any more than we should know how to de- 
scribe our own faces. But we must make such observations as 
we can. It is the one of Shakespeare's plays that we think of 
the of tenest, because it abounds most in striking reflections on 
human life, and because the distresses of Hamlet are trans- 
ferred, by the turn of his mind, to the general accoimt of human- 
ity. Whatever happens to him we apply to ourselves, because 
he applies it so himself as a means of general reasoning. He is a 
great moralizer; and what makes him worth attending to is that 
he moralizes on his own feelings and experience. He is not a 
conmionplace pedant. If Lear is distinguished by the greatest 
depth of passion, Hamlet is the most remarkable for the inge- 
nuity, originality, and unstudied development of character. 
Shakespeare had more magnanimity than any other poet, and 
he has shown more of it in this play than in any other. There 
is no attempt to force an interest: everything is left for time 
and circumstances to imfold. The attention is excited without 
effort, the incidents succeed each other as matters of course, 
the characters think and speak and act just as they might do if 
left entirely to themselves. There is no set purpose, no strain- 
ing at a point. The observations are suggested by the passing 
scene — the gusts of passion come and go like sounds of music 
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borne on the wind. The whole play is an exact transcript of 
what might be supposed to have taken place at the court of 
Denmark, at the remote period of time fixed upon, before the 
modem refinements in morals and manners were heard of. It 
would have been interesting enough to have been admitted as 
a bystander in such a scene, at such a time, to have heard and 
witnessed something of what was going on. But here we are 
more than spectators. We have not only *' the outward passions 
and the signs of grief," but "we have that within which passes 
show." We read the thoughts of the heart, we catch the passions 
living as they rise. Other dramatic writers give us very fine 
versions and paraphrases of nature; but Shakespeare, together 
with his own comments, gives us the original text, that we may 
judge for ourselves. This is a very great advantage. 

The character of Hamlet stands quite by itself. It is not a 
character marked by strength of will or even of passion, but 
Tby refinement of thought and sentiment. Hamlet is as little of 
the hero as a man can well be: but he is a young and princely 
novice, full of high enthusiasm and quick sensibility — the sport 
of circumstances, questioning with fortune and refining on his 
own feelings, and forced from the natural bias of his disposition 
by the strangeness of his situation. He seems incapable of 
deliberate action, and is only hurried into extremities on the 
spur of the occasion, when he has no time to reflect, as in 
the scene where he kills Polonius, and again, where he alters the 
letters which Rosencrans and Guildenstem are taking with 
them to England, purporting his death. At other times, when 
he is most bound to act, he remains puzzled, undecided, and 
skeptical, dallies with his purposes, till the occasion is lost, and 
finds out some pretence to relapse into indolence and thought- 
fulness again. For this reason he refuses to kill the King when 
he is at his prayers, and by a refinement in malice, which is in 
truth only an excuse for his own want of resolution, defers 
his revenge to a more fatal opportunity, when he shall be en- 
gaged in some act "that has no relish of salvation in it." . . . 
It is not from any want of attachment to his father or of ab- 
horrence to his murder that Hamlet is thus dilatory, but it is 
more to his taste to indulge his imagination in reflecting upon 
the enormity of the crime and refining on his schemes of venge- 



CHARACTERS OF SHAKESPEARE 117 

ance, than to put them into immediate practice. His ruling 
passion is to think, not to act; and any vague pretext that 
flatters this propensity instantly diverts him from his previous 
purposes. . . . 

We do not like to see our author's plays acted, and least of all 
Hamlet. There is no play that suffers so much in being trans- 
ferred to the stage. Hamlet himself seems hardly capable of 
being acted. Mr. Kemble unavoidably fails in this character, 
from a want of ease and variety. The character of Hamlet 
is made up of imdulating lines; it has the yielding flexibility 
of "a wave o' th' sea." Mr. Kemble plays it like a man in 
armour, with a determined inveteracy of purpose, in one unde- 
viating straight line, which is as remote from the natural grace 
and refined susceptibiUty of the character as the sharp angles 
and abrupt starts which Mr. Kean introduces into the part. 
Mr. Kean's Hamlet is as much too splenetic and rash as Mr. 
Kemble's is too deliberate and formal. His manner is too strong 
and pointed. He throws a severity, approaching to virulence, 
into the conmion observations and answers. There is nothing of 
this in Hamlet. He is, as it were, wrapped up in his reflections, 
and only tMnks dbud.^ There should therefore be no attempt 
to impress what he says upon others by a studied exaggeration 
of emphasis or manner, — no talking at his hearers. There 
should be as much of the gentleman and scholar as possible 
infused into the part, and as littie of the actor. A pensive air 
of sadness should sit reluctantly upon his brow, but no appear- 
ance of fixed and sullen gloom. He is full of weakness and 
melancholy, but there is no harshness in his nature. He is the 
most amiable of misanthropes. 

MIDSUMMER NIGHT'S DREAM 

... It had been suggested to us that the Midsummer Nighfs 
Dream would do admirably to get up as a Christmas after- 
piece, and our prompter proposed that Mr. Kean should play 
the part of Bottom, as worthy of his great talents. He might, 
in the discharge of his duty, offer to play the lady like any of 
our actresses that he pleased, the lover or the tjrrant like any 
of our actors that he pleased, and the lion like "the most fear- 

^ Compare Lamb, page 48 above. 
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ful wild-fowl living." The carpenter, the tailor, and joiner, it 
was thought, would hit the galleries. The young ladies in love 
would interest the side-boxes, and Robin Groodfellow and his 
companions excite a lively fellow-feeling in the children from 
school. There would be two courts, an empire within an em- 
pire, the Athenian and the Fairy KJng and Queen, with their 
attendants, and with all their finery. What an opportunity 
for processions, for the sound of trumpets and glittering of 
spears! What a fluttering of urchins' painted wings; what a 
delightful profusion of gauze clouds and airy spirits floating 
on them! 

Alas, the exp)eriment has been tried, and has failed; not 
through the fault of Mr. Kean, who did not play the part of 
Bottom, nor of Mr. Liston, who did, and who played it well, 
but from the nature of things. The Midsummer Nighfs Dreamy 
when acted, is converted from a delightful fiction into a dull 
pantomime. All that is finest in the play is lost in the repre- 
sentation. The spectacle was grand; but the spirit was evapo- 
rated, the genius was fled. Poetry and the stage do not agree 
well together. The attempt to reconcile them in this instance 
fails not only of effect, but of decon^m. The ideal can have no 
place upon the stage, which is a picture without perspective; 
everything there is in the foreground. That which was merely 
an airy shape, a dream, a passing thought, immediately be- 
comes an unmanageable reality. Where all is left to the im- 
agination (as is the case in reading), every circumstance, near 
or remote, has an equal chance of being kept in mind, and tells 
according to the mixed impression of all that has been sug- 
gested. But the imagination cannot sufficiently qualify the 
actual impressions of the senses. Any offence given to the eye 
is not to be got rid of by explanation. Thus Bottom's head in 
the play is a fantastic illusion, produced by magic spells; on 
the stage it is an ass's head, nothing more, — certainly a very 
strange costume for a gentleman to appear in. Fancy cannot 
be embodied any more than a simile can be painted, and it 
is as idle to attempt it as to personate Wall or Moonshine. 
Fairies are not incredible, but fairies six feet high are so. 
Monsters are not shocking, if they are seen at a proper dis- 
tance. When ghosts appear at mid-day, when apparitions 
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stalk along Cheapside, then may the Midsummer Nighfs Dream 
be represented without injury at Covent Garden or at Drury 
Lane. The boards of a theatre and the regions of fancy are not 
the same thing. 

HENRY IV 

If Shakespeare's fondness for the ludicrous sometimes led to 
faults in his tragedies (which was not often the case), he has 
made us amends by the character of Falstafif. This is perhaps 
the most substantial comic character that ever was invented. 
Sir John carries a most portly presence in the mind's eye, and 
in him, not to speak it profanely, *^ we behold the fulness of the 
spirit of wit and humour bodily." We are as well acquainted 
with his person as his mind, and his jokes come upon us with 
double force and relish from the quantity of flesh through which 
they make their way, as he shakes his fat sides with laughter, 
or " lards the lean earth as he walks along." Other comic char- 
acters seem, if we approach and handle them, to resolve them- 
selves into air, "into thin air"; but this is embodied and pal- 
pable to the grossest apprehension; it lies "three fingers deep 
upon the ribs," it plays about the lungs and the diaphragm 
with all the force of animal enjoyment. His body is like a good 
estate to his mind, from which he receives rents and revenues 
of profit and pleasure in kind, according to its extent and the 
richness of the soil. 

Wit is often a meagre substitute for pleasurable sensation; 
an effusion of spleen and petty spite at the comforts of others, 
from feeling none in itself. Falstaff's wit is an emanation of a 
fine constitution; an exuberance of good hiunour and good 
nature; an overflowing of his love of laughter and good-fellow- 
ship; a giving vent to his heart's ease, and over-contentment 
with himself and others. He would not be in character, if he 
were not so fat as he is; for there is the greatest keeping in the 
boundless luxury of his imagination and the pampered self- 
indulgence of his physical appetites. He manures and nourishes 
his mind with jests, as he does his body with sack and sugar. 
He carves out his jokes, as he would a capon or a haunch of 
venison, where there is "cut and come again," and pours out 
upon them the oil of gladness. His tongue drops fatness, and 
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in the chambers of his brain '4t snows of meat and drink. ''^ 
He keeps up perpetual holiday and open house, and we live 
with him in a round of invitations to a rump and dozen. 

Yet we are not to suppose that he was a mere sensualist. AH 
this is as much in imagination as in reality. His sensuality does 
not engross and stupefy his other faculties, but "ascends me 
into the brain, clears away all the dull, crude vapours that 
environ it, and makes it full of nimble, fiery, and delectable 
shapes." His imagination keeps up the ball after his senses 
have done with it. He seems to have even a greater enjoyment 
of the freedom from restraint, of good cheer, of his ease, of his 
vanity, in the ideal exaggerated description which he gives of 
them, than in fact. He never fails to enrich his discourse with 
allusions to eating and drinking, but we never see him at table. 
He carries his own larder about with him, and he is himself " a 
tim of man." His pulling out the bottle in the field of battle 
is a joke to show his contempt for glory accompanied with 
danger, his systematic adherence to his Epicurean philosophy 
in the most trying circumstances. Again, such is his deliberate 
exaggeration of his own vices, that it does not seem quite certain 
whether the account of his hostess's bill, foimd in his pocket, 
with such out-of-the-way charge for capons and sack with only 
one halfpenny-worth of bread, was not put there by himself as 
a trick to humour the jest upon his favourite propensities, and 
as a conscious caricature of himself. He is represented as a 
liar, a braggart, a coward, a glutton, etc., and yet we are not 
offended but delighted with him; for he is all these as much to 
amuse others as to gratify himself. He openly assumes all these 
characters to show the hmnourous part of them. The imre- 
strained indulgence of his own ease, appetites, and convenience, 
has neither malice nor hj^crisy in it. In a word, he is an actor 
in himself almost as much as upon the stage, and we no more 
object to the character of Falstaff in a moral point' of view 
than we should think of bringing an excellent comedian, who 
should represent him to the life, before one of the police oflSces. 
We only consider the number of pleasant lights in which he 
puts certain foibles (the more pleasant as they are opposed to 
the received rules and necessary restraints of society) , and do not 

* From Chaucer's Prologue. 
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trouble ourselves about the consequences resulting from them, 
for no mischievous consequences do result. Sir John is old as 
well as fat, which gives a melancholy retrospective tinge to the 
character, and, by the disparity between his inclinations and 
his capacity for enjoyment, makes it still more ludicrous and 
fantastical. 

The secret of Falstaff 's wit is for the most part a masterly 
presence of mind, an absolute self-possession, which nothing can 
disturb. His repartees are involuntary suggestions of his self- 
love, — instinctive evasions of every thing that threatens to 
interrupt the career of his tritunphant jollity and self-com- 
placency. His very size floats him out of all his diflSculties in a 
sea of rich conceits, and he turns round on the pivot of his con- 
venience, with every occasion and at a moment's warning. 
His natural repugnance to every unpleasant thought or cir- 
cimistance of itself makes light of objections, and provokes the 
most extravagant and licentious answers in his own justifica- 
tion. His indifference to truth puts no check upon his inven- 
tion^ and the more improbable and unexpected his contrivances 
are, the more happily does he seem to be delivered of them, the 
anticipation of their effect acting as a stimulus to the gaiety of 
\is fancy. The success of one adventurous sally gives him spirit 
CO imdertake another; he deals always in round numbers, and 
his exaggerations and excuses are ^'open, palpable, monstrous 
as the father that begets them." . . . 
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[The title is not Hazlitt's; the extract is from his essay On Court Influ- 
ence, contributed to John Hunt's journal The Yellow Dwarfs and reprinted 
in the volume of Political Essays ^ 18 19. The character of the dissenting 
minister here portrayed is a tribute to the writer's father, Rev. William 
Hazlitt. The closing portion of the extract is perhaps the finest example 
of Hazlitt's prose eloquence.] 

. . . There is a natural alliance between the love of civil and 
religious liberty, as much as between church and state. Prot- 
estantism was the first school of political liberty in Europe; 
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Presbyterianism has been one great support of it in England. 
The sectary in religion is taught to appeal to his own bosom 
for the truth and sincerity of his opinions, and to arm himself 
with stem indifference to what others think, of them. This ^11 
no doubt often produce a certain hardness of manner and 
cold repulsiveness of feeling in trifling matters, but it is the only- 
sound discipline of truth or inflexible honesty in politics as well 
as in religion. The same principle of independent inquiry and 
unbiased conviction which makes him reject all undue inter- 
ference between his Maker and his conscience, will give a 
character of uprightness and disregard of personal consequences 
to his conduct and sentiments in what concerns the most 
important relations between man and man. He neither sub- 
scribes to the dogmas of priests, nor truckles to the mandates 
of ministers. He has a rigid sense of duty which renders him 
superior to the caprice, the prejudices, and the injustice of the 
world; and the same habitual consciousness of rectitude of 
purpose, which leads him to rely for his self-respect on the testi- 
mony of his own heart, enables him to disregard the groundless 
malice and rash judgments of his opponents. It is in vain for 
him to pay his court to the world, to fawn upon power; he 
labours under certain insurmountable disabilities for becoming 
a candidate for its favour: he dares to contradict its opinion 
and to condemn its usages in the most important article of all. 
The world will always look cold and askance upon him, and 
therefore he may defy it with less fear of his censures. The 
Presbyterian is said to be sour; he is not therefore over-com- 
plaisant — 

Or if severe in thought, 
The love he bears to virtue is in fault. 

Dissenters are the safest partisans, and the steadiest friends. 
Indeed they are almost the only people who have an idea of an 
abstract attachment to a cause or to individuals, from a sense of 
fidelity, independently of prosperous or adverse circumstances, 
and in spite of opposition. No patriotism, no public spirit, not 
reared in that inclement sky and harsh soil, in "the hortus 
siccus^ of dissent," will generally last; it will either bend in 

1 "Dry garden" (Burke). 
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the storm or droop in the sunshine. Non ex quovis ligno fit 
Mercurius, ^ You cannot engraft a medlar on a crab-appie. A 
thoroughbred Dissenter will never make an accomplished 
courtier. The antithesis of a Presbyterian divine of the old 
school is the Poet Laureate of the new. We have known in- 
stances of both, and give it decidedly in favour of old-fashioned 
honesty over new-fangled policy. 

We have known instances of both. The one we would will- 
ingly forget; the others we hope never to forget, nor can we ever. 
A Poet Laureate is an excrescence even in a court; he is doubly 
nugatory as a courtier and a poet; he is a refinement upon in- 
significance, and a superfluous piece of supererogation. But a 
dissenting minister is a character not to be so easily dispensed 
with, and whose place cannot well be supplied. It is the fault 
of sectarianism that it tends to skepticism, and so relaxes the 
springs of moral courage and patience into levity and indiflfer- 
ence. The prospect of future rewards and punishments is a 
useful set-off against the immediate distribution of places and 
pensions; the anticipations of faith call off our attention from 
the grosser illusions of sense. It is a pity that this character has 
worn itself out; that that pulse of thought and feeling has 
ceased ahnost to beat in the heart of a nation, who, if not 
remarkable for sincerity and plain downright well-meaning, 
are remarkable for nothing. But we have known some such, in 
happier days, who had been brought up and lived from youth 
to age in the one constant belief of God and of his Christ, and 
who thought all other things but dross compared with the glory 
hereafter to be revealed. Their youthful hopes and vanity had 
been mortified in them, even in their boyish days, by the 
neglect and supercilious regards of the world, and they turned 
to look into their own minds for something else to build their 
hopes and confidence upon. They were true priests. They set 
up an image in their own minds, — it was truth; they wor- 
shiped an idol there, — it was justice. They looked on man as 
their brother, and only bowed the knee to the Highest. Sepa- 
rate from the world, they walked humbly with their God, and 
lived in thought with those who had borne testimony of a good 
conscience, with the spirits of just men in all ages. They saw 

^ "A [statue of] Mercury cannot be made from any tree-trunk." (Erasmus J 
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Moses when he slew the Egyptian, and the prophets who over- 
turned the brazen images, and those who were stoned and 
sawn asunder. They were with Daniel in the lions' den, and 
with the three children who passed through the fiery fur- 
nace, Meshech, Shadrach, and Abednego; they did not crucify 
Christ twice over, or deny him in their hearts, with St. Peter; 
the Book of Martyrs was open to them; they read the story 
of William Tell, of John Huss and Jerome of Prague, and the 
old one-eyed Zisca; they had Neale's History of the Puritans 
by heart, and Calamy's Account of the Two Thousand Ejected 
Ministers J and gave it to their children to read, with the pic- 
tures of the polemical Baxter, the silver-tongued Bates, the 
mild-looking Calamy, and old honest Howe; they believed in 
Lardner's Credibility of the Gospel History ; they were deep-read 
in the works of the Fratres Poloni, Pripscovius, Crellius, Cra- 
covius, who sought out truth in texts of Scripture, and grew 
blind over Hebrew points; their aspiration after liberty was a 
sigh uttered from the towers, "time-rent," of the Holy Inqui- 
sition, and their zeal for religious toleration was kindled at 
the fires of Smithfield. Their sympathy was not with the op- 
pressors, but the oppressed. They cherished in their thoughts 
— and wished to transmit to their posterity^ — those rights 
and privileges for asserting which their ancestors had bled on 
scaffolds, or had pined in dungeons, or in foreign climes. Their 
creed too was " Glory to God, peace on earth, good will to man." 
This creed, since profaned and rendered vile, they kept fast 
through good report and evil report. This belief they had, that 
looks at something out of itself, fixed as the stars, deep as 
the firmament, that makes of its own heart an altar to truth, a 
place of worship for what is right, at which it does reverence 
with praise and prayer like a holy thing, apart and content, — 
that feels that the greatest Being in the xmiverse is alwa)^ near 
it, and that all things work together for the good of his crea- 
tures, under his guiding hand. This covenant they kept, as the 
stars keep their courses; this principle they stuck by, for want 
of knowing better, as it sticks by them to the last. It grew with 
their growth, it does not wither in their decay. It lives when 
the almond-tree flourishes, and is not bowed down with the 
tottering knees. It glimmers with the last feeble eyesight, 
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smiles in the faded cheek like infancy, and lights a path before 
them to the grave! — This is better than the life of a whirligig 
court poet. 



A LETTER TO WILLIAM GIFFORD, ESQ. 

1819 

[Gifford, editor of the Quarterly Review, had injured the sale of Hazlitt's 
book on Shakespeare by a bitter attack upon it, and had called his Lectures 
on the English Poets " predatory incursions on truth and common sense." 
Hazlitt's retort, one of the most brilliant invectives in English literature, 
treats his enemy primarily as the representative of Toryism in all depart- 
ments of tife.] 

Sir : You have an ugly trick of saying what is not true of any 
one you do not like; and it will be the object of this letter to 
cure you of it. You say what you please of others : it is time 
you were told what you are. In doing this, give me leave 
to borrow the familiarity of your style; for the fidelity of the 
picture I shall be answerable. 

You are a little person, but a considerable cat's-paw, and so 
far worthy of notice. Your clandestine connection with persons 
high in office constantly influences your opinions, and alone 
gives importance to them. You are the Government Critic, a 
character nicely differing from that of a government spy — the 
invisible link that connects literature with the police. It is your 
business to keep a strict eye over all writers who differ in 
opinion with his Majesty's ministers, and to measure their 
talents and attainments by the standard of their servility and 
meanness. For this office you are well qualified. Besides being 
the editor of the Quarterly RevieWy you are also paymaster of 
the band of Gentlemen Pensioners, and when an author comes 
before you in the one capacity, with whom you are not ac- 
quaint^ in the other, you know how to deal with him. You 
have your cue beforehand. The distinction between truth and 
falsehood you make no account of : you mind only the distinc- 
tion between Whig and Tory. Accustomed to the indulgence 
of your mercenary virulence and party spite, you have lost all 
relish as well as capacity for the unperverted exercises of the 
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understanding, and make up for the obvious want of ability 
by a barefaced want of principle. The same set of threadbare 
commonplaces, the same second-hand assortment of abusive 
nicknames, the same assimiption of little magisterial airs of 
superiority, are regularly repeated; and the ready convenient 
lie comes in aid of the dearth of other resources, and passes oflF 
with impunity in the garb of religion and loyalty. If no one 
finds it out, why then there is no harm done, — snug ^s the word; 
or if it should be detected, it is a good joke, shows spirit and 
invention in proportion to its grossness and impudence, and it 
is only a pity that what was so well meant in so good a cause 
should miscarry! The end sanctifies the means; and you keep 
no faith with heretics in religion or government. You are 
under the protection of the Court, and your zeal for your king 
and country entitles you to say what you choose of every public 
writer who does not do all in his power to pamper the one into 
a tyrant, and to trample the other into a herd of slaves. You 
derive your weight with the great and powerful from the very 
circumstance that takes away all real weight from your au- 
thority, viz. that it is avowedly, and upon every occasion, ex- 
erted for no one purpose but to hold up to hatred and con- 
tempt whatever opposes in the slightest degree, and in the most 
flagrant instances of abuse, their pride and passions. You 
dictate your opinions to a i>arty , because not one of your opin- 
ions is formed upon an honest conviction of the truth or justice 
of the case, but by collusion with the prejudices, caprice, in- 
terest, or vanity of your employers. The mob of well-dressed 
readers who consult the Quarterly Review know that there is no 
offence in it. They put faith in it because they are aware that it 
is "false and hollow, but will please the ear," that it wiU tell 
them nothing but what they would wish to believe. Your 
reasoning comes under the head of court news; your taste is a 
standard of the prevailing ton in certain circles, like Acker- 
man's dresses for May. ^ When you damn an author, one knows 
that he is not a favourite at Carlton House.* When you say 
that an author cannot write comLtnon sense or English, you 
mean that he does not believe in the doctrine of divine right* 

* Ackennan published a Repository of Arts, lUeratuatt, Pashunu, etc 
^ The residence oS. the Prince Regent. 
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Of course the clergy and gentry will not read such an author. 
Your praise or blame has nothing to do with the merits of the 
work, but with the party to which the writer belongs, or is in 
the inverse ratio of its merits. The dingy cover that wraps the 
pages of the Quarterly Review does not contain a concentrated 
essence of taste and knowledge, but is a receptacle for the 
sciun and sediment of all the prejudice, bigotry, ill-will, igno- 
rance, and rancour, afloat in the kingdom. This the fools and 
knaves who pin their faith on you know, and it is on this 
account they pin their faith on you. They come to you for a 
scale not of literary talent but of political subserviency. . . . 
You know very well that if a particle of truth or fairness were 
to find its way into a single number of your publication, another 
Quarterly Review would be set up to-morrow for the express 
purpose of depriving every author, in prose or verse, of his 
reputation and livelihood, who is not a regular hack of the vilest 
cabal that ever disgraced this or any other country. 

There is something in your nature and habits that fits you 
for the situation into which your good fortune has thrown you. 
In the first place, you are in no danger of exciting the jealousy 
of your patrons by a mortifying display of extraordinary tal- 
ents, while your sordid devotion to their will and to your own 
interest at once ensures their gratitude and ccHitempt. To 
crawl and Uck the dust is all they expect of you, and all you 
can do. Otherwise they might fear your power, for they could 
have no dependence on your fidelity; but they take you with 
safety and fondness to their bosoms, for they know that if you 
cease to be a tool you cease to be anything. If you had an 
exuberance of wit, the unguarded use of it might sometimes 
glance at your employers; if you were sincere yourself, you 
might respect the motives of others; if you had a sufficient un- 
derstanding, you might attempt an argument and fail in it. But 
luckily for yourself and your admirers, you are but the dull 
echo, "the tenth transmitter," of some hackneyed jest; the 
want of all manly and candid feeling in yourself only excites 
your suspicion and antipathy to it in others, as something at 
which your nature recoils; your slowness to understand makes 
you quick to misrepresent; and you infallibly make nonsense of 
what you cannot possibly conceive. What seem your wilful 
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blunders are often the felicity of natural parts, and your want 
of penetration has all the appearance of an affected petulance ! 

Again, of an humble origin yourself , you recommend youi 
performances to persons of fashion by always abusing '4ow 
people," with the smartness of a lady's waiting-woman and the 
independent spirit of a travelling tutor. Raised from the low- 
est rank to your present despicable eminence in the world of 
letters, you are indignant that any one should attempt to rise 
into notice, except by the same' regular trammels and servile 
gradations, or should go about to separate the stamp of merit 
from the badge of sycophancy. The silent listener in select 
circles, and menial tool of noble families, you have become the 
oracle of church and state. The purveyor to the prejudices or 
the passions of a private patron succeeds, by no other title, to 
regulate the public taste. You have felt the inconveniences of 
poverty, and look up with base and grovelling admiration to the 
advantages of wealth and power; you have had to contend with 
the mechanical dfficulties of a want of education, and you see 
nothing in learning but its mechanical uses. A self-taught man 
naturally becomes a pedant, and mistakes the means of knowl- 
edge for the end, xmless he is a man of genius; and you, sir, are 
not a man of genius. From having known nothing originally, 
you think it a great acquisition to know anything now, no 
matter what or how small it is — nay, the smaller and more 
insignificant it is, the more curious you seem to think it, as it is 
farther removed from common sense and human nature. The 
collating of points and commas is the highest game your 
literary ambition can reach to, and the squabbles of editors are 
toyouinfinitely more important than the meaning of an author. 
You think more of the letter than the spirit of a passage, and 
in your eagerness to show your minute superiority over those 
who have gone before you, generally miss both. . . . 

There cannot be a greater nuisance than a dull, envious, prag- 
matical, low-bred man, who is placed as you are in the situation 
of the editor of such a work as the Quarterly Review. Conscious 
that his reputation stands on very slender and narrow grounds, 
he is naturally jealous of that of others. He insults over un- 
successful authors; he hates successful ones. He is angry at the 
faults of a work, more angry at its excellences. If an opinion is 
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old, he treats it with supercilious indiflference; if it is new, it 
provokes his rage. Everything beyond his limited range of 
inquiry appears to him a paradox and an absurdity, and he 
resents every suggestion of the kind as an imposition on the 
public and an imputation on his own sagacity. He cavils at 
what he does not comprehend, and misrepresents what he 
knows to be true. Bound to go through the nauseous task of 
abusing all those who are not, like himself, the abject tools of 
power, his irritation increases with the number of obstacles he 
encounters, and the number of sacrifices he is obliged to make 
of common sense and decency to his interest and self-conceit. 
Every instance of prevarication he wilfully commits makes him 
more in love with hypocrisy, and every indulgence of his 
hired malignity makes him more disposed to repeat the insult 
and the injury. His understanding becomes daily more dis- 
torted, and his feelings more and more callous. Grown old in 
the service of corruption, he drivels on to the last with pros- 
tituted impotence and shameless effrontery; salves a meagre 
reputation for wit, by venting the driblets of his spleen and 
impertinence on others ; answers their arguments by confuting 
himself; mistakes habitual obtuseness of intellect for a partic-- 
ular acuteness, not to be imposed upon by shallow appear- 
ances, unprincipled rancour for zealous loyalty, and the irri- 
table, discontented, vindictive, peevish effusions of bodily 
pain and mental imbecility for proofs of refinement of taste 
and strength of understanding. 

Such, sir, is the picture of which you have sat for the outline; 
all that remains is to fill up the little, mean, crooked, dirty 
details. . . . 

THE FIGHT 

1822 

[Published in the New Monthly Magazine^ February number. The great 
prize-fight had occurred on December 11, 182 1. Augustine Birrell says of 
this famous essay: '* It is full of poetry, life, and motion, — Shakespeare, 
Hogarth, and Nature."] 

. . . Reader, have you ever seen a fight? If not, you have a 
pleasure to come, at least if it is a fight like that between the 
Gas-man and Bill Neate. The crowd was very great when we 



I30 WILLIAM HAZLITT 

arrived on the spot; open carriages were coming up, with 
streamers flying and music playing, and the country-people 
were pouring in over hedge and ditch in all directions, to see 
their hero beat or be beaten. The odds were still on Gas, but 
only about five to four. Gully ^ had been down to try Neate, 
and had backed him considerably, which was a damper to the 
sanguine confidence of the adverse party. About two hundred 
thousand pounds were pending. The Gas says he has lost 
3000/. which were promised him by different gentlemen if he 
had won. He had presumed too much on himself, which had 
made others presume on him. This spirited and formidable 
young fellow seems to have taken for his motto the old maxim 
that " there are three things necessary to success in life — Im- 
pudence! Impudence! Impudence!" It is so in matters of 
opinion, but not in thefancy,^ which is the most practical of all 
things; though even here confidence is half the battle, but only 
half. Our friend had vapoured and swaggered too much, as if 
he wanted to grin and bully his adversary out of the fight. 
" Alas, the Bristol man was not so tamed ! " "This is the grave- 
digger,'' would Tom Hickman exclaim in the moments of in- 
toxication from gm and success, showing his tremendous right 
hand; "this will send many of them to their long homes; I 
have n't done with them yet!" Why should he — though he 
had licked four of the best men within the hour, yet why should 
he threaten to inflict dishonourable chastisement on my old 
master Richmond, a veteran going off the stage, and who has 
borne his sable honours meekly? Magnanimity, my dear Tom, 
and bravery, should be inseparable. Or why should he go up 
to his antagonist, the first time he ever saw him at the Fives 
Court, and measuring him from head to foot with a glance of 
contempt, as Achilles surveyed Hector, say to him, "What, are 
you Bill Neate? I '11 knock more blood out of that great car- 
case of thine, this day fortnight, than you ever knocked out of 
a bullock's ! " It was not manly, 't was not fighter-like. If he was 
sure of the victory (as he was not), the less said about it the 
better. Modesty should accompany the fancy as its shadow. 
The best men were always the best behaved. . . . Perhaps I 
press this point too much on a fallen man — Mr. Thomas 

* A famous prize-fighter. ^ A cant term for the sport and its representatives. 
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Hickman has by this time learnt that first of all lessons, " that 
man was made to mourn." He has lost nothing by the late 
fight but his presumption, and that every man may do as well 
without! By an over-display of this quality, however, the 
public had been prejudiced against him, and the "knowing 
ones " were taken in. Few but those who had bet on him wished 
Gas to win. With my own prepossessions on the subject, the 
result of the nth of December appeared to me as fine a piece 
of poetical justice as I had ever witnessed. The difference of 
weight between the two combatants (fourteen stone to twelve) 
was nothing to the sporting men. Great, heavy, clumsy, long- 
armed Bill Neate kicked the beam in the scale of the Gas-man's 
vanity. The amateurs were frightened at his big words, and 
thought that they would make up for the difference of six feet 
and five feet nine. Truly, the fancy are not men of imagination. 
They judge of what has been, and cannot conceive of anything 
that is to be. The Gas-man had won hitherto ; therefore he must 
beat a man half as big again as himself — and that to a cer- 
tainty. Besides, there are as many feuds, factions, prejudices, 
pedantic notions in the fancy as in the state or in the schools, 
Mr. Gully is almost the only cool, sensible man among them, 
who exercises an unbiased discretion, and is not a slave to his 
passions in these matters. 

But enough of reflections, and to our tale. The day, as I have 
said, was fine for a December morning. The grass was wet and 
the ground miry, and ploughed up with multitudinous feet, 
except that within the ring itself there was a spot of virgin 
green closed in and improfaned by vulgar tread, that shone 
with dazzling brightness in the mid-day sun. For it was now 
noon, and we had an hour to wait. This is the trying time. It 
is then the heart sickens, as you think what the two cham- 
pions are about, and how short a time will determine their fate. 
After the first blow is struck, there is no opportunity for nerv- 
ous apprehensions; you are swallowed up in the immediate 
interest of the scene; but 

Between the acting of a dreadful thing 
And the first motion, all the interim is 
Like a phantasma, or a hideous dream. ^ 

* From Julius Casar, ii, i. 
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I found it so, as I felt the sun's rays clinging to my back, and 
saw the white wintry clouds sink below the verge of the horizon. 
'*So, I thought, my fairest hopes have faded from my sight! — 
so will the Gas-man's glory, or that of his adversary, vanish in 
an hour." The ** swells " were parading in their white box-coats, 
the outer ring was cleared with some bruises on the heads and 
shins of the rustic assembly (for the Cockneys had been dis- 
tanced by the sixty-six miles) ; the time drew near, I had got a 
good stand. A bustle, a buzz, ran through the crowd, and from 
the opposite side entered Neate, between his second and bottle- 
holder. He rolled along, swathed in his loose greatcoat, his 
knock-knees bending under his huge bulk, and, with a modest 
cheerful air, threw his hat into the ring. He then just looked 
round, and began quietly to undress; when from the other side 
there was a similar rush and an opening made, and the Gas- 
man came forward with a conscious air of anticipated trixmiph, 
too much like the cock-of-the-walk. He strutted about more 
than becomes a hero, sucked oranges with a supercilious air, and 
threw away the skin with a toss of his head, and went up and 
looked at Neate, which was an act of supererogation. The only 
sensible thing he did was, as he strode away from the modern 
Ajax, to fling out his arms, as if he wanted to try whether they 
would do their work that day. By this time they had stripped, 
and presented a strong contrast in appearance. If Neate was 
like Ajax, "with Atlantean shoulders, fit to bear" the pugilistic 
reputation of all Bristol, Hickman might be compared to 
Diomed, light, vigorous, elastic; and his back glistened in the 
sun, as he moved about, like a panther's hide. There was now 
a dead pause — attention was awestruck. Who at that mo- 
ment, big with a great event, did not draw his breath short — did 
not feel his heart throb? All was ready. They tossed up for the 
sun, and the Gas-man won. They were led up to the " scratch," 
shook hands, and went at it. 

In the first round every one thought it was all over. After 
making play a short time, the Gas-man flew at his adversary 
like a tiger, struck five blows in as many seconds, — three first, 
and then, following him as he staggered back, two more, right 
and left, and down he fell, a mighty ruin. There was a shout, 
and I said, "There is no standing this." Neate seemed like a 
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lifeless lump of flesh and bone, round which the Gas-man's 
blows played with the rapidity of electricity or lightning, and 
you imagined he would only be lifted up to be knocked down 
again. It was as if Hickman held a sword or a fire in that right 
hand of his, and directed it against an unarmed body. They 
met again, and Neate seemed, not cowed, but particularly 
cautious. I saw his teeth clenched together, and his brows knit 
close against the sun. He held out both his arms at full length 
straight before him, like two sledge-hammers, and raised his 
left an inch or two higher. The Gas-man could not get over 
this guard — they struck mutually, and fell, but without ad- 
vantage on either side. It was the same in the next round; but 
the balance of power was thus restored — the fate of the battle 
was suspended. No one could tell how it would end. This was 
the only moment in which opinion was divided; for in the next, 
the Gas-man aiming a mortal blow at his adversary's neck with 
his right hand, and failing from the length he had to reach, the 
other returned it with his left at full swing, planted a tre- 
mendous blow on his cheek-bone and eyebrow, and made a red 
ruin of that side of his face. The Gas-man went down, and there 
was another shout — a roar of triumph as the waves of fortune 
rolled tumultuously from side to side. This was a settler. 
Hickman got up, and "grinned horrible a ghastly smile," yet 
he was evidently dashed in his opinion of himself; it was the 
first time he had ever been so punished; all one side of his face 
was perfect scarlet, and his right eye was closed in dingy 
blackness, as he advanced to the fight, less confident, but still 
determined. After one or two rounds, not receiving another 
such remembrancer, he rallied and went at it with his former 
impetuosity. But in vain. His strength had been weakened, — 
his blows could not tell at such a distance, — he was obliged to 
fling himself at his adversary, and could not strike from his feet; 
and almost as regularly as he flew at him with his right hand, 
Neate warded the blow, or drew back out of its reach, and 
felled him with the return of his left. There was little cautious 
sparring — no half -hits — no tapping and trifling, none of the 
petU-maUre-slnp * of the art — they were almost all knock- 
down blows; the fight was a good stand-up fight. The wonder 

* Coxcombry. 
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was the half-minute time. If there had been a minute or more 
allowed between each roimd, it would have been intelligible 
how they should by degrees recover strength and resolution; 
but to see two men smashed to the ground, smeared with gore, 
stunned, senseless, the breath beaten out of their bodies, — 
and then, before you recover from the shock, to see them rise 
up with new strength and courage, stand ready to inflict or 
receive mortal offence, and rush upon each other "like two 
clouds over the Caspian " — this is the most astonishing thing 
of all, — this is the high and heroic state of man! 

From this time forward the event became more certain 
every round, and about the twelfth it seemed as if it must have 
been over. Hickman generally stood with his back to me; but 
in the scuffle he had changed positions, and Neate just then 
made a tremendous lunge at him, and hit him full in the face. 
It was doubtful whether he would fall backwards or forwards; 
he hung suspended for a second or two, and then fell back, 
throwing his hands in the air, and with his face lifted up to the 
sky. I never saw anything more terrific than his aspect just 
before he fell. All traces of life, of natural expression, were 
gone from him. His face was like a human skull, a death's- 
head, spouting blood. The eyes were filled with blood, the nose 
streamed with blood, the mouth gaped blood. He was not like 
an actual man, but like a preternatural, spectral appearance, 
or like one of the figures in Dante's Inferno, Yet he fought on 
after this for several rounds, still striking the first desperate 
blow, and Neate standing on the defensive, and using the same 
cautious guard to the last, as if he had still all his work to do; 
and it was not till the Gas-man was so stunned in the seven- 
teenth or eighteenth round, that his senses forsook him, and he 
could not come to time, that the battle was declared over. Ye 
who despise \h.t fancy y do something to show as much pluck or 
as much self-possession as this, before you assume a superiority 
which you have never given a single proof of by any one action 
in the whole course of your lives! 

When the Gas-man came to himself, the first words he ut- 
tered were, "Where am I? What is the matter?" "Nothing is 
the matter, Tom, — you have lost the battle, but you are the 
bravest man alive." And Jackson whispered to him, "I am 
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collecting a purse for you, Tom." Vain sounds, and unheard at 
that moment! Neate instantly went up and shook him cor- 
dially by the hand, and seeing some old acquaintance, began 
to flourish with his fists, calling out, "Ah, you always said I 
could n't fight — what do you think now?" But all in good 
humour, and without any appearance of arrogance; only it was 
evident Bill Neate was pleased that he had won the fight. 
When it was over, I asked Cribb if he did not think it was a 
good one. He said, "Pretty well!" The carrier-pigeons now 
moimted into the air, and one of them flew with the news of her 
husband's victory to the bosom of Mrs. Neate. Alas for Mrs. 
Hickman! 

Mais au revoir, as Sir Fopling Flutter says.* I went down 
with Toms; I returned with JadL Pigott, whom I met on the 
ground. Toms is a rattlebrain, Pigott is a sentimentalist. Now, 
imder favour, I am a sentimentalist too, — therefore I say noth- 
ing but that the interest of the excursion did not flag as I came 
back. Pigott and I marched along the causeway leading from 
Hungerford to Newbury, now observing the effect of a brilUant 
sun on the tawny meads or moss-coloured cottages, now exult- 
ing in the fight, now digressing to some topic of general and 
elegant literature. My friend was dressed in character for the 
occasion, or like one of the fancy; that is, with a double portion 
of greatcoats, clogs, and overhauls; and just as we had agreed 
witli a couple of country lads to carry his superfluous wearing 
apparel to the next town, we were overtaken by a return post- 
chaise, into which I got, Pigott preferring a seat on the bar. 
There were two strangers already in the chaise, and on their 
observing they supposed I had been to the fight, I said I had, 
and concluded they had done the same. They appeared, how- 
ever, a little shy and sore on the subject, and it was not till after 
several hints dropped, and questions put, that it turned out 
that they had missed it. One of these friends had undertaken 
to drive the other there in his gig; they had set out, to make 
sure work, the day before at three in the afternoon. The owner 
of the one-horse vehicle scorned to ask his way, and drove right 
on to Bagshot, instead of turning off at Hounslow; there they 
stopped all night, and set off the next day across the country to 

^ In Etherege's The Man of Mode. 
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Reading, from whence they took coach, and got down within a 
mile or two of Hungerford, just half an hour after the fight was 
over. This might be safely set down as one of the miseries of 
human life. We parted with these two gentlemen who had been 
to see the fight but had returned as they went, at Wolhampton, 
where we were promised beds (an irresistible temptation, for 
Pigott had passed the preceding night at Hungerford as we had 
done at Newbury), and we turned into an old bow-windowed 
parlour with a carpet and a snug fire; and, after devouring a 
quantity of tea, toast, and eggs, sat down to consider, during 
an hour of philosophic leisure, what we should have for supper. 
. . . The next morning w6 rose refreshed; and on observing that 
Jack had a pocket volume in his hand, in which he read in the 
intervals of our discourse, I inquired what it was, and learned 
to my particular satisfaction that it was a volume of the New 
Eloise.^ Ladies, after this will you contend that a love for the 
fancy is incompatible with the cultivation of sentiment? . . . 



ON THE FEAR OF DEATH 

1822 

[The concluding essay in the collection called Table Tdk.] 
" Our little life is rounded with a sleep." 

Perhaps the best cure for the fear of death is to reflect that 
life has a beginning as well as an end. There was a time when 
we were not: this gives us no concern; why, then, should it 
trouble us that a time will come when we shall cease to be? 
I have no wish to have been alive a hundred years ago, or in 
the reign of Queen Anne; why should I regret and lay it so 
much to heart that I shall not be alive a hundred years hence, 
in the reign of I cannot tell whom? 

When Bickerstaff wrote his essays, I knew nothing of the 
subjects of them; nay, much later, and but the other day, as 
it were, in the beginning of the reign of George III, when 
Goldsmith, Johnson, Burke, used to meet at the Globe, when 
Garrick was in his glory, and Reynolds was over head and 

^ A romance by Rousseau. 
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ears with his portraits, and Sterne brought out the volumes of 
Tristam Shandy year by year, it was without consulting me; I 
had not the slightest intimation of what was going on; the 
debates in the House of Commons on the American war, or the 
firing at Bunker's Hill, disturbed not me; yet I thought this no 
evil — I neither ate, drank, nor was merry, yet I did not com- 
plain; I had not then looked out into this breathing world, yet 
I was well; and the world did quite as well without me as I did 
without it! Why then should I make all this outcry about 
parting with it, and being no worse off than I was before? There 
is nothing in the recollection that at a certain time we were not 
come into the world, that *'the gorge rises at," — why should 
we revolt at the idea that we must one day go out of it? To die 
is only to be as we were before we were bom, yet no one feels 
any remorse, or regret, or repugnance, in contemplating this last 
idea. It is rather a relief and disburdening of the mind : it seems 
to have been holiday time with us then; we were not called to 
appear upon the stage of life, to wear robes or tatters, to laugh 
or cry, be hooted or applauded; we had lain perdus^ all this 
while, snug, out of harm's way, and had slept out our thousands 
of centuries without wanting to be waked up; at peace and free 
from care, in a long nonage, in a sleep deeper and calmer than 
that of infancy, wrapped in the softest and finest dust. And the 
worst that we dread is, after a short, fretful, feverish being, — 
after vain hopes and idle fears, to sink to final repose again, and 
forget the troubled dream of life! Ye armed men, knights tem- 
plars, that sleep in the stone aisles of that old Temple Church, 
where all is silent above, and where a deeper silence reigns be- 
low, not broken by the pealing organ, are ye not contented 
where ye lie? Or would you come out of your long homes to go 
to the Holy War? Or do ye complain that pain no longer visits 
you, that sickness has done its worst, that you have paid the 
last debt to nature, that you hear no more of the thickening 
phalanx of the foe or your lady's waning love, and that while 
this ball of earth rolls its eternal round, no sound shall ever pierce 
through to disturb your lasting repose, fixed as the marble over 
your tombs, breathless as the grave that holds you! And thou, 
oh! thou, to whom my heart turns, and will turn while it has 

^ In ambush. 
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feeling left, who didst love in vain, and whose first was thy last 
sigh, wilt not thou too rest in peace (or wilt thou cry to me 
complaining from thy clay-cold bed) when that sad heart is 
no longer sad, and that sorrow is dead which thou wert only 
called into the world to feel! ... 

It may be suggested in explanation of this difference, that we 
know from various records and traditions what happened in the 
time of Queen Anne, or even in the reigns of the Assyrian mon- 
archs, but that we have no means of ascertaining what is to 
happen hereafter but by awaiting the event, and that our eager- 
ness and curiosity are sharpened in proportion as we are in the 
dark about it. This is not at all the case; for at that rate we 
should be constantly wishing to make a voyage of discovery to 
Greenland or to the moon, neither of Avhich we have, in general, 
the least desire to do. Neither, in truth, have we any particular 
solicitude to pry into the secrets of futurity, but as a pretext for 
prolonging our own existence. It is not so much that we care 
to be alive a hundred or a thousand years hence, any more than 
to have been alive a hundred or a thousand years ago; but the 
thing lies here, that we would all of us wish the present moment 
to last for ever. We would be as we are, and would have the 
world remain just as it is, to please us. 

The present eye catches the present object, 

to have and to hold while it may; and abhors, on any terms, to 

have it torn from us, and nothing left in its room. It is the 

pang of parting, the unloosing our grasp, the breaking asunder 

some strong tie, the leaving some cherished purpose unfulfilled, 

that creates the repugnance to go, and "makes calamity of so 

long life" as it often is. 

Oh, thou strong heart! 
There 's such a covenant 'twixt the world and thee 
They 're loth to break! ^ 

The love of life, then, is an habitual attachment, not an abstract 
principle. Simply to be does not "content man's natural desire '' ; 
we long to be in a certain time, place, and circumstance. We 
would much rather be now, "on this bank and shoal of time," 
than have our choice of any future period, than take a slice of 

1 From WeUter'8 WhUe DevU. 
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fifty or sixty years out of the Millennium, for instance. This 
shows that our attachment is not confined either to being or 
to well-being, but that we have an inveterate prejudice in 
favour of our immediate existence, such as it is. The moun- 
taineer will not leave his rock nor the savage his hut; nei- 
ther are we willing to give up our present mode of life, with 
all its advantages and disadvantages, for any other that could 
be substituted for it. No man would, I think, exchange his 
existence with any other man, however fortunate. We had as 
lief not be, as not be ourselves. There are some persons of that 
reach of soul that they would like to live two hundred and fifty 
years hence, to see to what height of empire America will have 
grown up in that period, or whether the English constitution 
will last so long. These are points beyond me. But I confess I 
should like to live to see the dorwnfall of the Bourbons. That is 
a vital question with me, and I shall like it the better, the 
sooner it happens! 

No young man ever thinks he shall die. He may believe that 
others will, or assent to the doctrine that "all men are mortal" 
as an abstract proposition, but fie is far enough from bringing 
it home to himself individually. Youth, buoyant activity, and 
animal spirits, hold absolute antipathy with old age as well as 
with death; nor have we, in the hey-day of life, any more than 
in the thoughtlessness of childhood, the remotest conception 
how 

This sensible warm motion can become 
A kneaded dod,^ 

nor how sanguine, florid health and vigour shall "turn to with- 
ered, weak, and grey." Or if in a moment of idle specula- 
tion we indulge in this notion of the close of life as a theory, it 
is amazing at what a distance it seems, — what along, leisurely 
interval there is between, — what a contrast its slow and sol- 
emn approach affords to our present gay dreams of existence! 
We eye the farthest verge of the horizon, and think what a way 
we shall have to look back upon ere we arrive at our journey's 
end; and without our in the least suspecting it, the mists are 
at our feet, and the shadows of age encompass us. The two 

^ From Measure far Measure, in, i. 
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divisions of our lives have melted into each other; the extreme 
points close and meet with none of that romantic interval 
stretching out between them that we had reckoned upon; and 
for the rich, melancholy, solemn hues of age, "the sear, the 
yellow leaf," the deepening shadows of an autumnal evening, 
we only feel a dank, cold mist, encircling all objects, after the 
spirit of youth is fled. There is no inducement to look forward, 
and, what is worse, little interest in looking back to what has 
become so trite and common. The pleasures of our existence 
have worn themselves out, are "gone into the wastes of time," 
or have turned their indifferent side to us; the pains by their 
repeated blows have worn us out, and have left us neither spirit 
nor inclination to encounter them again in retrospect. We do 
not want to rip up old grievances, nor to renew our youth like 
the phoenix, nor to live our lives twice over. Once is enough. 
As the tree falls, so let it lie. Shut up the book and close the 
account once for all! 

It has been thought by some that life is like the exploring of 
a passage that grows narrower and darker the farther we 
advance, without a possibilityof ever turning back, and where 
we are stifled for want of breath at last. For myself, I do not 
complain of the greater thickness of the atmosphere as I ap- 
proach the narrow house. I felt it more, formerly,^ when the 
idea alone seemed to suppress a thousand rising hopes, and 
weighed upon the pulses of the blood. At present I rather feel 
a thinness and want of support, I stretch out myh and to 
some object and find none, I am too much in a world of abstrac- 
tion; the naked map of life is spread out before me, and in the 
emptiness and desolation I see Death coming to meet me. In 
my youth I could not behold him for the crowd of objects 
and feelings, and Hope stood always between us, saying — - 
"Never mind that old fellow!" If I had lived indeed, I should 
not care to die. But I do not like a contract of pleasure broken 
off unfulfilled, a marriage with joy unconsummated, a promise of 
happiness rescinded. My public and private hopes have been 
left a ruin, or remain only to mock me. I would wish them to 
be re-edified. I should like to see some prospect of good to 

^ I remember once, in particular, having this feeling in reading Schiller's Don Carlos, 
where there is a description of death, in a degree that almost stifled me. [Hazlitt's note.] 
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mankind, such as my life began with. I should like to leave 
some sterling work behind me. I should like to have some 
friendly hand to consign me to the grave. On these conditions 
I am ready, if not willing, to depart. I shall then write on my 
tomb, "GRATEFUL AND CONTENTED.'' But I have 
thought and suffered too much to be willing to have thought 
and suffered in vain. In looking back, it sometimes appears 
to me as if I had in a manner slept out my life in a dream or 
shadow on the side of the hill of knowledge, where I have fed 
on books, on thoughts, on pictures, and only heard in half- 
murmurs the trampling of busy feet, or the noises of the 
throng below. Waked out of this dim, twilight existence, I 
have felt a wish to descend to the world of realities, and join in 
the chase. But I fear too late, and that I had better return 
to my bookish chimeras and indolence once more! . . . 

The effeminate clinging to life as such, as a general or abstract 
idea, is the effect of a highly civilized and artificial state of 
society. Men formerly plunged into all the vicissitudes and 
dangers of war, or staked their all upon a single die, or some one 
passion, which if they could not have gratified, life became a bur- 
den to them; now our strongest passion is to think, our chief 
amusement is to read new plays, new poems, new novels, and 
this we may do at our leisure, in perfect security, ad infinitum. 
If we look into the old histories and romances, before the belles 
leUres neutralized human affairs and reduced passion to a state 
of mental ctquivocation, we find the heroes and heroines not 
setting their lives " at a pin's fee," but rather courting opportun- 
ities of throwing them away in very wantonness of spirit. They 
raise their fondness for some favourite pursuit to its height, to 
a pitch of madness, and think no price too dear to pay for its 
full gratification. Everything else is dross. They go to death 
as to a bridal bed, and sacrifice themselves or others without 
remorse at the shrine of love, of honour, of religion, or any other 
prevailing feeling. Romeo runs his "sea-sick, weary bark upon 
the rocks" of death, the instant he finds himself deprived of 
his Juliet, and she clasps his neck in their last agonies, and fol« 
lows him to the same fatal shore. One strong idea takes posses- 
sion of the mind and overrules every other ; and even life itself, 
joyless without that, becomes an object of indifference or loath*- 
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ing. There is at least more of imagination in such a state of 
things, more vigour of feeling and promptitude to act, than in 
our lingering, languid, protracted attachment to life for its own 
poor sake. It is perhaps also better, as well as more heroical, 
to strike at some daring or darling object, and if we fail in that 
to take the consequences manfully, than to renew the lease of 
a tedious, spiritless, charmless existence, merely (as Pierre ^ 
says) " to lose it afterwards in some vile brawl " for some worth- 
less object. Was there not a spirit of martyrdom, as well as a 
spice of the reckless energy of barbarism, in this bold defiance 
of death? Had not religion something to do with it? the im- 
plicit belief in a future life, which rendered this of less value, 
and embodied something beyond it to the imagination; so that 
the rough soldier, the infatuated lover, the valorous knight, 
etc., could afford to throw away the present venture, and take a 
leap into the arms of futurity, which the modem skeptic sinks 
back from, with all his boasted reason and vain philosophy, 
weaker than a woman! I cannot help thinking so myself; but 
I have endeavoured to explain this point before, and will 
not enlarge farther on it here. 

A life of action and danger moderates the dread of death. It 
not only gives us fortitude to bear pain, but teaches us at every 
step the precarious tenure on which we hold our present being. 
Sedentary and studious men are the most apprehensive on 
this score. Dr. Johnson was an instance in point. A few years 
seemed to him soon over, compared with those sweeping con- 
templations on time and infinity with which he had been used 
to pose himself. In the still life of a man of letters, there was 
no obvious reason for a change. He might sit in an arm chair 
and pour out cups of tea to all eternity. Would it had been 
possible for him to do so ! The most rational cure, after all, for 
the inordinate fear of death is to set a just value on life. If we 
merely wish to continue on the scene to indulge our headstrong 
humours and tormenting passions, we had better be gone at 
once; and if we only cherish a fondness for existence according 
to the good we derive from it, the pang at parting with it will 
not be very severe! 

1 In Otway*s Venict Preserved, 



MY FIRST ACQUAINTANCE WITH POETS 143 

MY FIRST ACQUAINTANCE WITH POETS 

1823 

[Published in Leigh Hunt's journal, The Liberal, The account of Cole- 
ridge is one of the most brilliant and famous of the many that have been 
preserved by his friends. Certain elements in the tone of Hazlitt's remi- 
niscences are explained by the fact that Coleridge was now a conservative 
in religion and politics, whereas Hazlitt remained a radical.] 

My father was a dissenting minister at Wem, in Shropshire, 
and in the year 1798 (the figures that compose that date are to 
me like the "dreaded name of Demogorgon") Mr. Coleridge 
came to Shrewsbury, to succeed Mr. Rowe in the spiritual 
charge of a Unitarian congregation there. He did not come till 
late on the Saturday afternoon before he was to preach; and 
Mr. Rowe, who himself went down to the coach in a state of 
anxiety and expectation, to look for the arrival of his successor, 
could find no one at all answering the description but a round- 
faced man in a short black coat, like a shooting jacket, which 
hardly seemed to have been made for him, but who seemed to 
be talking at a great rate to his fellow-passengers. Mr. Rowe 
had scarce returned to give an account of his disappointment, 
when the round-faced man in black entered, and dissipated all 
doubts on the subject by beginning to talk. He did not cease 
while he stayed; nor has he since, that I know of. He held the 
good town of Shrewsbury in delightful suspense for three weeks 
that he remained there, ** fluttering the proud Salopians ^ like an 
eagle in a dove-cote," and the Welsh mountains that skirt the 
horizon with their tempestuous confusion agree to have heard 
no such mystic sounds since the day of 

High-bom HoePs harp or soft Llewellyn's lay! 

As we passed along between Wem and Shrewsbury, and I eyed 
their blue tops seen through the wintry branches, or the red 
rustling leaves of the sturdy oak-trees by the roadside, a 
sound was in my ears as of a siren's song; I was stunned, startled 
with it, as from deep sleep ; but I had no notion then that I 
should ever be able to express my admiration to others in 

^ People of Shropshire (for " Volscians" in Coriolanus; v, vi, 1x6). 
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motley imagery or quaint allusion, till the light of his genius 
shone into my soul, like the sun's rays glittering in the puddles 
of the road. I was at that time dumb, inarticulate, helpless, 
like a worm by the wayside, crushed, bleeding, lifeless; but now, 
bursting from the deadly bands that 

bound them 
With Stjrz nine times round them, 

my ideas float on winged words, and, as they expand their 
plumes, catch the golden light of other years. My soul has in- 
deed remained in its original bondage, dark, obscure, with long- 
ings infinite and unsatisfied; my heart, shut up in the prison- 
house of this rude clay, has never foimd, nor will it ever find, 
a heart to speak to; but that my understanding also did not 
remain dumb and brutish, or at length found a language to 
express itself, I owe to Coleridge. But this is not to my pur- 
pose. 

My father lived ten miles from Shrewsbury, and was in the 
habit of exchanging visits with Mr. Rowe, and with Mr. 
Jenkins of Whitchurch (nine miles farther on), according to 
the custom of dissenting ministers in each other's neighbour- 
hood. A line of conmaunication is thus established, by which 
the flame of civil and religious liberty is kept alive, and nour- 
ishes its smouldering fiire unquenchable, like the fires in the 
Agamemnon of iEschylus, placed at different stations, that 
waited for ten long years to announce with their blazing pyra- 
mids the destruction of Troy. Coleridge had agreed to come 
over to see my father, according to the courtesy of the country, 
as Mr. Rowe's probable successor; but in the mean time I had 
gone to hear him preach the Sunday after his arrival. A poet 
and a philosopher getting up into a Unitarian pulpit to preach 
the gospel, was a romance in these degenerate days, — a sort of 
revival of the primitive spirit of Christianity, — which was not 
to be resisted. 

It was in January, 1798, that I rose one morning before 
daylight, to walk ten miles in the mud, and went to hear this 
celebrated person preach. Never, the longest day I have to 
live, shall I have such another walk as this cold, raw, comfort- 
less one, in the winter of the year 1798. . . . When I got there. 
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the organ was playing the hundredth Psahn, and, when it was 
done, Mr. Coleridge rose and gave out his text: "And he went 
up into the mountain to pray, himself, alone." As he gave 
out this text, his voice "rose like a stream of rich distilled per- 
fimies," and when he came to the two last words, which he pro- 
noimced loud, deep, and distinct, it seemed to me, who was then 
young, as if the sounds had echoed from the bottom of the 
himian heart, and as if that prayer might have floated in sol- 
emn silence through the universe. The idea of St. John came 
into mind, "of one crying in the wilderness, who had his loins 
girt about, and whose food was locusts and wild honey." 
The preacher then launched into his subject, like an eagle dally- 
ing with the wind. The sermon was upon peace and war, upon 
church and state — not their alliance, but their separation — on 
the spirit of the world and the spirit of Christianity, not as the 
same but as opposed to one another. He talked of those who 
had "inscribed the cross of Christ on banners dripping with 
hiunan gore." He made a poetical and pastoral excursion, and 
to show the fatal effects of war, drew a striking contrast be- 
tween the simple shepherd-boy, driving his team afield, or 
sitting under the hawthorn, piping to his flock "as though he 
should never be old," and the same poor country lad, crimped, 
kidnapped, brought into town, made drunk at an alehouse, 
turned into a wretched drummer-boy, with his hair sticking 
on end with powder and pomatum, a long cue at his back, 
and tricked oUt in the loathsome finery of the profession of 
blood. 

Such were the notes our once-lov*d poet sung. 

And for myself, I could not have been more delighted if I had 
heard the music of the spheres. Poetry and Philosophy had 
met together. Truth and Genius had embraced, under the eye 
and with the sanction of Religion. This was even beyond my 
hopes. I returned home well satisfied. The sun, that was still 
labouring pale and wan through the sky, obscured by thick 
mists, seemed an emblem of the good cause; and the cold dank 
drops of dew, that hung half melted on the beard of the thistle, 
had something genial and refreshing in them; for there was a 
spirit of hope and youth in all nature, that turned everything 
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into good. The face of nature had not then the brand of jus 
divinum ^ on it, 

Like to that sanguine flower inscribed with woe. 

On the Tuesday following, the half-inspired speaker came. I 
was called down into the room where he was, and went half 
hoping, half afraid. He received me very graciously, and I 
listened for a long time without uttering a word. I did not 
suffer in his opinion by my silence. '^For those two hours," he 
afterwards was pleased to say, **he was conversing with 
W. H.'s forehead!" His appearance was different from what I 
had anticipated from seeing him before. At a distance, and 
in the dim light of the chapel, there was to me a strange wild- 
ness in his aspect, a dusky obscurity, and I thought him pitted 
with the small-pox. His complexion was at tliat time clear, and 
even bright, 

As are the children of yon azure sheen. 

His forehead was broad and high, light as if built of ivory, with 
large projecting eyebrows, and his eyes rolling beneath them 
like a sea with darkened lustre. ''A certain tender bloom his 
face overspread," a purple tinge as we see it in the pale thought- 
ful complexions of the Spanish portrait-painters, Murillo and 
Velasquez. His mouth was gross, voluptuous, open, eloquent; 
his chin good-humoured and round; but his nose, the rudder of 
the face, the index of the will, was small, feeble, nothing — like 
what he has done. It might seem that the genius of his face 
as from a height surveyed and projected him (with sufl&cient 
capacity and huge aspiration) into the world unknown of 
thought and imagination, with nothing to support or guide his 
veering purpose, as if Columbus had launched his adventurous 
course for the New World in a scallop, without oars or compass. 
So at least I comment after the event. Coleridge in his person 
was rather above the common size, inclining to the corpulent, or, 
like Lord Hamlet, "somewhat fat and pursy." His hair (now, 
alas! grey) was then black and glossy as the raven's, and fell 
in smooth masses over his forehead. This long pendulous hair 
is peculiar to enthusiasts, to those whose minds tend heaven- 

^ Divine right (of kings). 
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ward, and is traditionally inseparable (though of a different 
colour) from the pictures of Christ. It ought to belong, as a 
character, to all who preach "Christ crucified," and Coleridge 
was at that time one of those. . . . 

The next morning Mr. Coleridge was to return to Shrews- 
bury. When I came down to breakfast, I found that he had 
just received a letter from his friend T. Wedgwood, making 
^im an offer of 150 pounds a year if he chose to waive his 
present pursuit, and devote himself entirely to the study of 
poetry and philosophy. Coleridge seemed to make up his mind 
to close with this proposal in the act of tying on one of his shoes. 
It threw an additional damp on his departure. It took the 
wajrward enthusiast quite from us, to cast him into Deva's 
winding vales, or by the shores of old romance. Instead of liv- 
ing at ten miles' distance, of being the pastor of a dissenting 
congregation at Shrewsbury, he was henceforth to inhabit the 
Hill of Parnassus, to be a shepherd on the Delectable Moun- 
tains. Alas! I knew not the way thither, and felt very little 
gratitude for Mr. Wedgwood's bounty. I was presently re- 
lieved from this dilemma; for Mr. Coleridge, asking for a pen 
and ink, and going to a table to write something on a bit of 
card, advanced towards me with undulating step, and giving 
me the precious document, said that that was his address, 
*'Mr. Coleridge, Nether Stowey, Somersetshire," and that he 
should be glad to see me there in a few weeks' time, and, if I 
chose, would come half way to meet me. I was not less sur- 
prised than the shepherd-boy (this simile is to be foimd in 
Cassandra) when he sees a thunderbolt fall close at his feet. 
I stammered out my acknowledgments and acceptance of this 
offer (I thought Mr. Wedgwood's annuity a trifle to it) as well 
as I could; and this mighty business being settied, the poet- 
preacher took leave, and I accompanied him six miles on the 
road. It was a fine morning in the middle of winter, and he 
talked the whole way. The scholar in Chaucer is described as 
going " sounding on his way." So Coleridge went on his. In di- 
gressing, in dilating, in passing from subject to subject, he 
appeared to me to float in air, to slide on ice. He told me in 
confidence, going along, that he should have preached two 
sermons before he accepted the situation at Shrewsbury, one on 
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infant baptism, the other on the Lord's Supper, showing that 
he could not administer either, which would have effectually 
disqualified him for the object in view. I observed that he con- 
tinually crossed me on the way by shifting from one side of the 
foot-path to the other. This struck me as an odd movement* 
but I did not at that time connect it with any instability ot 
purpose or involuntary change of principle, as I have done since. 
He seemed unable to keep on in a straight line. . . . 

On my way back, I had a sound in my ears, it was the voice 
of Fancy; I had a light before me, it was the face of Poetry. 
The one still lingers there, the other has not quitted my side! 
Coleridge in truth met me half way on the ground of philosophy, 
or I should not have been won over to his imaginative creed. 
I had an uneasy, pleasurable sensation all the time till I was 
to visit him. During those months the chill breath of winter 
gave me a welcoming; the vernal air was balm and inspiration 
to me. The golden sunsets, the silver star of evening, lighted 
me on my way to new hopes and prospects. / was to visit Cole- 
ridge in the spring. This circumstance was never absent from 
my thoughts, and mingled with all my feelings. I wrote to him 
at the time proposed, and received an answer postponing my 
intended visit for a week or two, but very cordially urging me 
to complete my promise then. This delay did not damp, but 
rather increased my ardour. In the mean time I went to Llan- 
gollen Vale, by way of initiating myself in the mysteries of 
natural scenery, and I must say I was enchanted with it. I 
had been reading Coleridge's description of England in his fine 
"Ode on the Departing Year," and I applied it, con amore, to 
the objects before me. That valley was to me (in a manner) the 
cradle of a new existence; in the river that winds through it my 
spirit was baptized in the waters of Helicon! 

I returned home, and soon after set out on my journey with 
unworn heart and untired feet. My way lay through Worcester 
and Gloucester, and by Upton, where I thought of Tom Jones 
and the adventure of the muff.^ I remember getting completely 
wet through one day, and stopping at an inn (I think it was 
at Tewksbury) , where I sat up all night to read Paid and Virginia. 
Sweet were the showers in early youth that drenched my body. 

1 In Fielding's Tom Jones. 
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and sweet the drops of pity that fell upon the books I read! . . . 
I was still two days before the time fixed for my arrival, for I 
had taken care to set out early enough. I stopped these two 
days at Bridgewater, and when I was tired of sauntering on the 
banks of its muddy river, returned to the inn and read Camilla.^ 
So have I loitered my Ufe away, reading books, looking at 
pictures, going to plays, hearing, thinking, writing on what 
pleased me best. I have wanted only one thing to make me 
happy; but wanting that, have wanted everything! 

I arrived, and was well received. The country about Nether 
Stowey is beautiful, green and hilly, and near the seashore. I 
saw it but the other day, after an interval of twenty years, 
from a hill near Taunton. How was the map of my life spread 
out before me, as the map of the country lay at my feet! In the 
afternoon, Coleridge took me over to Alfoxden, a romantic 
old family mansion of the St. Aubins, where Wordsworth lived. 
It was then in the possession of a friend of the poet's, who gave 
him the free use of it. Somehow that period (the time just 
after the French Revolution) was not a time when ** nothing 
was given for nothing." The mind opened, and a softness might 
be perceived coming over the heart of individuals, beneath 
"the scales that fence" our self-interest. Wordsworth himself 
was from home, but his sister kept house, and set before us a 
frugal repast; and we had free access to her brother's poems, 
the "Lyrical Ballads," which were still in manuscript, or in the 
form of " Sybilline Leaves." ^ I dipped into a few of these with 
great satisfaction, and with the faith of a novice. I slept that 
night in an old room with blue hangings and covered with the 
roimd-faced family portraits of the age of George I and II, and 
from the wooded declivity of the adjoining park that over- 
looked my window, at the dawn of day, could "hear the loud 
stag speak." . . . That morning, as soon as breakfast was over, 
we strolled out into the park, and seating ourselves on the 
trunk of an old ash tree that stretched along the ground, 
Coleridge read aloud, with a sonorous and musical voice, the 
ballad of "Betty Foy." I was not critically or skeptically in- 
clined. I saw touches of truth and nature, and took the rest for 
granted. But m "The Thorn," "The Mad Mother," and the 

* By Frances Burney. • See not«5 on p. 317. 
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"Complaint of a Poor Indian Woman/* I felt that deeper 
power and pathos which have been since acknowledged, 

In spite of pride, in erring reason^s spite, 

as the characteristics of this author, and the sense of a new 
style and a new spirit in poetry came over me. It had to me 
something of the effect that arises from the turning up of the 
fresh soil, or of the first welcome breath of spring. 

While yet the trembling year is unconfirmed. 

Coleridge and myself walked back to Stowey that evening, 
and his voice sounded high 

Of Providence, foreknowledge, will, and fate, 
Fix'd fate, free-will, foreknowledge absolute, 

as we passed through echoing grove, by fairy stream or water- 
fall, gleaming in the summer moonlight. He lamented that 
Wordsworth was not prone enough to believe in the traditional 
superstitions of the place, and that there was a something cor- 
poreal, a matter-of-fact-ness, a clinging to the palpable, or 
often to the petty, in his poetry, in consequence. His genius 
was not a spirit that descended to him through the air; it 
sprung out of the ground like a flower, or imfolded from a green 
spray, on which the goldfinch sang. He said, however (if I 
remember right), that this objection must be confined to his 
descriptive pieces; that his philosophic poetry had a grand and 
comprehensive spirit in it, so that his soul seemed to inhabit the 
universe like a palace, and to discover truth by intuition rather 
than by deduction. The next day Wordsworth arrived from 
Bristol at Coleridge's cottage. I think I see him now. He 
answered in some degree to his friend's description of him, 
but was more gaunt and Don Quixote-like. He was quaintly 
dressed, according to the costume of that unconstrained period, 
in a brown fustian jacket and striped pantaloons. There was 
something of a roll, a lounge in his gait, not unlike his own 
Peter Bell. There was a severe, worn pressure of thought about 
his temples, a fire in his eye (as if he saw something in objects 
more than the outward appearance), an intense high narrow 
forehead, a Roman nose, cheeks furrowed by strong purpose 
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and feeling, and a convulsive inclination to laughter about the 
mouth, a good deal at variance with the solemn, stately expres- 
sion of the rest of his face. Chantry's bust wants the marking 
tradts, but he was teased into making it regular and heavy; 
Haydon's head of him, introduced into *^The Entrance of 
Christ into Jerusalem," is the most like his drooping weight 
of thought and expression. He sat down and talked very 
naturally and freely, with a mixture of clear gushing accents 
in his voice, a deep guttural intonation, and a strong tincture 

of the northern burr, like the crust on wine 

We went over to Alfoxden again the day following, and 
Wordsworth read us the story of Peter Bell in the open air; and 
the comment made upon it by his face and voice was very 
different from that of some later critics! Whatever might be 
thought of the poem, "his face was a book where men might 
read strange matters," and he announced tJie fate of his hero 
in prophetic tones. There is a chant in the recitation both of 
Coleridge and Wordsworth, which acts as a spell upon the 
hearer, and disarms the judgment. Perhaps they have de- 
ceived themselves by making habitual use of this ambiguous 
accompaniment. Coleridge's manner is more full, animated, 
and varied; Wordsworth's more equable, sustained, and in- 
ternal. The one might be termed more dramatic, the other more 
lyrical. Coleridge has told me that he himself liked to com- 
pose in walking over uneven ground, or breaking through 
the straggling branches of copse-wood; whereas Wordsworth 
always wrote, if he could, walking up and down a straight 
gravel walk, or in some spot where the continuity of his verse 
met with no collateral interruption. . . . 
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[One of a number of essays dealing with the writer's contemporaries, 
published together with the title The Spirit of the Age, Hazlitt was an 
ardent admirer of Scott as a novelist, but his wrath had been aroused by 
notes which Scott had introduced into a recent re-issue of his novels, 
deprecating the radical movement in current politics. The essay there- 
fore contains a significant combination of literary and social critidsm. 
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Hazlitt also treated of Scott in a fine essay called " Scott, Racine, and 
Shakespeare," published in the volume called The Plain Speaker.] 

. . . Sir Walter has found out (O rare discovery!) that 
facts are better than fiction; that there is no romance like the 
romance of real life; and that if we can but arrive at what men 
feel, do, and say in striking and singular situations, the result will 
be "more lively, audible, and full of vent," than the fine-spun 
cobwebs of the brain. With reverence be it spoken, he is Uke 
the man who, having to imitate the squeaking of a pig upon the 
stage, brought the animal under his coat with him. Our author 
has conjured up the actual people he has to deal with, or as 
much as he could get of them, in "their habits as they lived." 
He has ransacked old chronicles, and poured the contents upon 
his page; he has squeezed out musty records; he has consulted 
wayfaring pilgrims, bed-rid sibyls; he has invoked the spirits 
of the air; he has conversed with the living and the dead, and 
let them tell their story their own way; and by borrowing of 
others, has enriched his own genius with everlasting variety, 
truth, and freedom. He has taken his materials from the 
original, authentic sources, in large concrete masses, and not 
tampered with or too much frittered them away. He is only 
the amanuensis of truth and history. It is impossible to say 
how fine his writings in consequence are, unless we could de- 
scribe how fine nature is. All that portion of the history of his 
country that he has touched upon (wide as the scope is), the 
manners, the personages, the events, the scenery, lives over 
again in his volimies. Nothing is wanting — the illusion is com- 
plete. There is a hurtling in the air, a trampling of feet upon 
the ground, as these perfect representations of human character 
or fanciful belief come thronging back upon our imaginations. 
We will merely recall a few of the subjects of his pencil to the 
reader's recollection; for nothing we could add, by way of note 
or commendation, could make the impression more vivid. 

There is — first and foremost, because the earliest of our 
acquaintance — the Baron of Bradwardine, stately, kind- 
hearted, whimacal, pedantic; and Flora Maclvor (whom even 
we forgive for her Jacobitism), the fierce Vich Ian Vohr, and 
Evan Dhu, constant in death, and Davie Gellatly roasting his 
eggs or turning his rhymes with restless volubility, and the two 
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stag-hounds that met Waverley, as fine as ever Titian painted, 
or Paul Veronese; — then there is old Balfour of Burley, brand- 
ishing his sword and his Bible with fire-eyed fury, trying a fall 
with the insolent, gigantic Bothwell at the 'Change-house, and 
vanquishing him at the noble battle of Loudon Hill; there is 
Bothwell himself, drawn to the life, proud, cruel, selfish profli- 
gate, but with the love-letters of the gentle Alice, written thirty 
years before, and his verses to her memory, found in his pocket 
after his death; in the same volume of Old Mortality is that lone 
figure, like a figure in Scripture, of the woman sitting on the 
stone at the turning to the mountain, to warn Burley that there 
is a lion in his path; and the fawning Claverhouse, beautiful as 
a panther, smooth-looking, blood-spotted; and the fanatics, 
Macbriar and Mucklewrath, crazed with zeal and suflFerings; 
and the inflexible Morton, and the faithful Edith, who refused 
to "give her hand to another while her heart was with her 
lover in the deep and dead sea." And in The Heart of Mid- 
lothian we have Effie Deans, that sweet, faded flower, and 
Jeanie, her more than sister, and old David Deans, the patri- 
arch of St. Leonard's Crags, and Butler, and Dimibiedikes, 
eloquent in his silence, and Mr. Bartoline Saddletree and his 
prudent helpmate, and Porteous swinging in the wind, and 
Madge Wildfire, full of finery and madness, and her ghastly 
mother. Again, there is Meg Merrilies, standing on her rock, 
stretched on her bier with "her head to the east," and Dirk 
Hatterick (equal to Shakespeare's Master Bamardine), and 
Glossin, the soul of an attorney, and Dandy Dinmont, with his 
terrier-pack and his pony Dumple, and the fiery Colonel 
Mannering, and the modish old counselor Pleydell, and Dom 
inie Sampson,^ and Rob Roy, like the eagle in his eyry, and 
Baillie Nicol Jarvie, and the inimitable Major Galbraith, and 
Rashleigh Osbaldistone, and Die Vernon, the best of secret- 
keep)ers; and in The Antiquary the ingenious and abstruse Mr. 
Jonathan Oldbuck, and the old beadsman Edie Ochiltree, and 
that preternatural figure of old Edith Elspeith, a living shadow, 
in whom the lamp of life had been long extinguished, had it not 
been fed by remorse and "thick-coming" recollections; and 

^ Perhaps the finest scene in all these novels is that where the Dominie meets his 
pupil, Miss Lucy, on the morning after her brother's arrival. [Hazlitt's note.] 
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that striking picture of the eflfects of feudal tyranny and fiend- 
ish pride, the unhappy Earl of Glenallan; and the Black 
Dwarf, and his friend Habby of the Heughfoot, the cheerful 
hunter, and his cousin Grace Armstrong, fresh and laughing 
like the morning; and the "Children of the Mist," and the 
baying of the bloodhound that tracks their steps at a distance 
(the hollow echoes are in our ears now), and Amy and her hap- 
less love, the villain Varney, and the deep voice of George of 
Douglas — and the immovable Balafre, and Master Oliver the 
barber, in Quentin Durward — and the quaint himiour of The 
Fortunes of Nigel, and the comic spirit of Peveril of the Peak — 
and the" fine old EngUsh romance of Ivanhoe. What a list of 
names! What a host of associations! What a thing is human 
life! What a power is that of genius! What a world of thought 
and feeling is thus rescued from oblivion! How many hours of 
heartfelt satisfaction has our author given to the gay and 
thoughtless! How many sad hearts has he soothed in pain and 
solitude ! It is no wonder that the public repay with lengthened 
applause and gratitude the pleasure they receive. He writes as 
fast as they can read, and he does not write himself down. He 
is always in the public eye, and we do not tire of him. His 
worst is better than any other person's best. His backgrounds 
(and his later works are little else but backgrounds capitally 
made out) are more attractive than the principal figures and 
most complicated actions of other writers. His works, taken to- 
gether, are almost like a new edition of himian nature. This is 
indeed to be an author! 

The political bearing of the Scotch Novels has been a con- 
siderable recommendation to them. They are a relief to the 
mind, rarefied as it has been with modem philosophy and 
heated with ultra-radicalism. At a time, also, when we bid fair 
to revive the principles of the Stuarts, it is interesting to bring us 
acquainted with their persons and misfortunes. The candour of 
Sir Walter's historic pen levels our bristling prejudices on this 
score, and sees fair play between Roundheads and Cavalie:^, 
between Protestant and Papist. He is a writer reconciling all 
the diversities of human nature to the reader. He does not 
enter into the distinctions of hostile sects or parties, but treats 
of the strength or the infirmity of the human mind, of the 
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virtues or vices of the human breast, as they are to be found 
blended in the whole race of mankind. Nothing can show more 
handsomely or be more gallantly executed. There was a talk 
at one time that our author was about to take Guy Faux 
for the subject of one of his novels, in order to put a more 
liberal and hiunane construction on the Gunpowder Plot than 
our '*No Popery'' prejudices have hitherto permitted. Sir 
Walter is a professed "clarifier" of the age from the vulgar and 
still lurking old English antipathy to Popery and slavery. 
Through some odd process of servile logic, it should seem that, 
in restoring the claims of the Stuarts by the courtesy of ro- 
mance, the House of Brunswick are more firmly seated in point 
of fact, and the Bourbons, by collateral reasoning, become 
legitimate! In any other point of view we cannot possibly con- 
ceive how Sir Walter imagines " he has done something to revive 
the declining spirit of loyalty" by these novels. His loyalty is 
founded on would-be treason: he props the actual throne by 
the shadow of rebellion. Does he really think of making us 
enamoured of the "good old times" by the faithful and har- 
rowing portraits he has drawn of them? Would he carry us 
back to the early stages of barbarism, of clanship, of the feudal 
system, as "a consummation devoutly to be wished"? Is he 
infatuated enough, or does he so dote and drivel over his own 
slothful and self-willed prejudices, as to believe that he will 
make a single convert to tjie beauty of Legitimacy, — that is, 
of lawless power and savage bigotry, — when he himself is 
obliged to apologize for the horrors he describes, and even 
render his descriptions credible to the modern reader by refer- 
ring to the authentic history of these delectable times? He is 
indeed so besotted as to the moral of his own story, that he 
has even the blindness to go out of his way to have a fling 
at "flints" and "dungs" (the contemptible ingredients, as he 
would have us believe, of a modem rabble), at the very time 
when he is describing a mob of the twelfth century — a mob, 
one should think, after the writer's own heart, without one par- 
ticle of modern philosophy or revolutionary politics in their 
composition, who were to a man, to a hair, just what priests 
and kings and nobles let them be, and who were collected to wit- 
ness (a spectacle proper to the times) the burning of the lovely 
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Rebecca at a stake for a sorceress, because she was a Jewess, 
beautiful and innocent, and the consequent victim of insane 
bigotry and unbridled profligacy. And it is at this moment 
(when the heart is kindled and bursting with indignation at the 
revolting abuses of self -constituted power), that Sir Walter 
"stops the press" to have a sneer at the people, and to put a 
spoke — as he thinks — in the wheel of upstart innovation! 
This is what he calls ** backing his friends" — it is thus he ad- 
ministers charms and philtres to our love of Legitimacy, makes 
us conceive a horror of all reform, civil, poUtical, or religious, 
and would fain put down the Spirit of the Age. The author 
oi Waverley might just as well get up and make a speech at a 
dinner at Edinburgh, abusing Mr. MacAdam for his improve- 
ments in the roads, on the ground that they were nearly im- 
passable in many places ** sixty years since," or object to Mr. 
PeeFs Police Bill by insisting that Hounslow Heath was for- 
merly a scene of greater interest and terror to highwaymen 
and travellers, and cut a greater figure in the Newgate Calen- 
dar than it does at present. 

Oh! Wickliff, Luther, Hampden, Sidney, Somers, mistaken 
Whigs and thoughtless reformers in religion and politics, and 
all ye, whether poets or philosophers, heroes or sages, inventors 
of arts or sciences, patriots, benefactors of the himaan race, 
enUghteners and civilizers of the world, who have (so far) re- 
duced opinion to reason, and power to law, who are the cause 
that we no longer bum witches and heretics at slow fires, that 
the thimibscrews are no longer applied by ghastly, smiling 
judges, to extort confession of imputed crimes from sufferers 
for conscience' sake, — that men are no longer strung up like 
acorns on trees without judge or jury, or hunted like wild beasts 
through thickets and glens, — who have abated the cruelty 
of priests, the pride of nobles, the divinity of kings in former 
times, — to whom we owe it that we no longer wear round our 
necks the collar of Gurth the swineherd and of Wamba the 
jester; that the castles of great lords are no longer the dens of 
banditti, from whence they issue with fire and sword to lay waste 
the land; that we no longer expire in loathsome dungeons 
without knowing the cause, or have our right hands struck off 
, for raising them in self-defence against wanton insult; that wc 
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can sleep without fear of being burnt in our beds, or travel 
without making our wills; that no Amy Robsarts are thrown 
down trap-doors by Richard Varneys with impunity; that no 
Red Reiver of Westbum Flat sets fire to peaceful cottages; that 
no Claverhouse signs cold-blooded death-warrants in sport; 
that we have no Tristan the Hermit, or Petit-Andre, crawling 
near us, like spiders, and making our flesh creep and our hearts 
sicken at every moment of our lives; — ye who have produced 
this change in the face of nature and society, return to earth 
once more, and beg pardon of Sir Walter and his patrons, who 
sigh at not being able to undo all that you have done! ^ . . • 
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SEEN 

1826 

[Published in the New Monthly Magazine for January. The gathering 
described is one of Lamb's " Wednesdays," and he appears throughout the 

essay as "B ." "A " is William Ajoton, a musician; "Captain 

C- " and "M C " James and Marton Bumey; " Miss D ^," 

a Mrs. Reynolds; "J. F ," Barron Field; "H ^," Leigh Hunt.] 

B it was, I think, who suggested this subject, as well as 

the defence of Guy Faux, which I urged him to execute. As, 
however, he would undertake neither, I suppose I must do 
both — a task for which he would have been much fitter, no 
less from the temerity than the felicity of his pen, — 

Never so sure our rapture to create 

As when it touched the brink of all we hate.* 

Compared with him I shall, I fear, make but a commonplace 
piece of business of it, but I should be loth the idea was en- 
tirely lost. . . . 

On the question being started, A said, "I suppose the 

two first p)ersons you would choose to see would be the two 
greatest names in English literature. Sir Isaac Newton and Mr. 
Locke?" In this A , as usual, reckoned without his host. 

^ It will be understood that Haditt draws the incidents in this paragraph from Scott*s 
own tales. 
' From Pope, Moral Essays, ii. 
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Every one burst out a laughing at the expression of B 's 

face, in which impatience was restrained by courtesy. **Yes, 
the greatest names," he stammered out hastily, " but they were 

not persons — not persons." "Not persons?" said A , 

looking wise and foolish at the same time, afraid his triumph 
might be premature. "That is," rejoined B , "not char- 
acters, you know. By Mr. Locke and Sir Isaac Newton, you 
mean the Essay on the Human Understanding and the Prin- 
cipia, which we have to this day. Beyond their contents there 
is nothing personally interesting in the men. But what we want 
to see any one hodily for, is when there is something peculiar, 
striking in the individuals, more than we can learn from their 
writings, and yet are curious to know. I dare say Locke and 
Newton were very like Kneller's portraits of them. But who 

could paint Shakespeare?" "Ay," retorted A , "there it is; 

then I suppose you would prefer seeing him and Milton in- 
stead?" "No," said B , "neither. I have seen so much of 

Shakespeare on the stage and on bookstalls, in frontispieces 
and on mantelpieces, that I am quite tired of the everlasting 
repetition; and as to Milton's face, the impressions that have 
come down to us of it I do not like; it is too starched and puri- 
tanical; and I should be afraid of losing some of the manna of 
his poetry in the leaven of his countenance and the precisian's 

band and gown." "I shall guess no more," said A . " Who 

is it, then, you would like to see * in his habit as he lived,' if you 
had your choice of the whole range of English literature?" 

B then named Sir Thomas Browne and Fulke Greville, the 

friend of Sir Philip Sidney, as the two worthies whom he should 
feel the greatest pleasure to encounter on the floor of his apart- 
ment in their nightgown and slippers, and to exchange friendly 
greeting with them. At this A laughed outright, and con- 
ceived B was jesting with him; but as no one followed his 

example, he thought there might be something in it, and waited 
for an explanation in a state of whimsical susp)ense. 

B then (as well as I can remember a conversation that 

passed twenty years ago — how time slips!) went on as fol- 
lows. "The reason why I pitch upon these two authors is that 
their writings are riddles, and they themselves are the most mys- 
terious of personages. They resemble the soothsayers of old, 
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who dealt in dark hints and doubtful oracles; and I should like 
to ask them the meaning of what no mortal but themselves, I 
should suppose, can fathom. There is Dr. Johnson: I have no 
curiosity, no strange uncertainty, about him; he and Boswell 
together have pretty well let me into the secret of what passed 
through his mind. He and other writers like him are sufficiently 
explicit; my friends, whose repose I should be tempted to dis- 
turb (were it in my power), are implicit, inextricable, inscrut- 
able. 

And call up him who left half -told 
The story of Cambuscan bold.^ 

When I look at that obscure but gorgeous prose comp)osition, 
the Urn Burial^ I seem to myself to look into a deep abyss, at 
the bottom of which are hid pearls and rich treasure; or it is 
like a stately labyrinth of doubt and withering speculation, and 
I would invoke the spirit of the author to lead me through it." 

Captain C muttered something about ColumbuSj and 

M C hinted at the Wandering Jew, but the last was 

set aside as spurious, and the first made over to the New 
World, 

"I should like," said Miss D , **to have seen Pope talk- 
ing with Patty Blount; and I hcpoe seen Goldsmith." Every 

one turned round to look at Miss D , as if by so doing they 

too could get a sight of Goldsmith. . . . 

"I thought," said A , turning short round uf)on B , 

"that you of the Lake School did not like Pope?" "Not like 
Pop)e! My dear sir, you must be under a mistake — I can read 
him over and over for ever!" "Why certainly, the 'Essay on 
Man' must be allowed to be a masterpiece." "It may be so, 
but I seldom look into it." "Oh! then it's his Satires you 
admire?" "No, not his Satires, but his friendly Epistles and 
his compliments." "Compliments! I did not know he ever 

made any." "The finest," said B , "that were ever paid 

by the wit of man. Each of them is worth an estate for life 
— nay, is an inmiortality. There is that superb one to Lord 
Cornbury: — 

^ From n Penseroso, referring to Chaucer's Squire's Tale, 
* By Sir Thomas Browne. 
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Despise low joys, low gains; 
Disdain whatever Combury disdains; 
Be virtuous, and be happy for your pains. 

Was there ever more artful insinuation of idolatrous praise? " . . 

There was but one statesman in the whole of English history 
that any one expressed the least desire to see — Oliver Crom- 
well, with his fine, frank, rough, pimply face, and wily policy; 
and one enthusiast, John Bunyan, the immortal author of 
The PUgrim^s Progress. It seemed that if he came into the 
room dreams would follow him, and that each person would nod 
imder his golden cloud, *' nigh-sphered in heaven," a canopy- 
as strange and stately as any in Homer. 

Of all persons near our own time, Garrick's name was re- 
ceived with the greatest enthusiasm, who was proposed by 

J. F . He presently superseded both Hogarth and Handel, 

who had been talked of, but then it was on condition that he 
should act in tragedy and comedy, in the play and the farce, 
Lear and Wildair and Abel Drugger. What a "sight for sore 
eyes" that would be! Who would not part with a year's in- 
come at least, almost with a year of his natural Uf e, to be pres- 
ent at it? Besides, as he could not act alone, and recitations are 
unsatisfactory things, what a troop he must bring with him — 
the silver-tongued Barry, and Quin, and Shuter and Weston, 
and Mrs. CUve, and Mrs. Pritchard, of whom I have heard my 
father speak as so great a favourite when he was young! This 
would indeed be a revival of the dead, the restoring of art; and 
so much the more desirable as, such is the lurking skepticism 
mingled with our overstrained admiration of past excellence, 
that though we have the speeches of Burke, the portraits of 
Reynolds, the writings of (ioldsmith, and the conversation of 
Johnson, to show what people could do at that period, and to 
confirm the universal testimony to the merits of Garrick, yet, 
as it was before our time, we have our misgivings, as if he was 
probably after all littie better than a Bartlemy-fair actor, 
dressed out to play Macbeth in a scarlet coat and laced cocked- 
hat. For one, I should like to have seen and heard with my own 
eyes and ears. Certainly, by all accounts, if any one was ever 
moved by the true histrionic aesttts^^ it was Garrick. When he 

1 Vehemence. 
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followed the ghost m Hamlet^ he did not drop his sword, as most 
actors do behind the scenes, but kept the point raised the whole 
way round, so fully was he possessed with the idea, or so anxious 
not to lose sight of his part for a moment. . . . 

By this time it should seem that some rumoiu: of our whim- 
sical deliberation had got wind, and had disturbed the irri-- 
labile genus ^ in their shadowy abodes, for we received messages 
from several candidates that we had just been thinking of. 
Gray declined our invitation, though he had not yet been 
asked; Gay offered to come, and bring in his hand the Duchess 
of Bolton, the original Polly; ^ Steele and Addison left their 
cards as Captain Sentry and Sir Roger de Coverley ; Swift came 
in and sat down without speaking a word, and quitted the room 
as abruptly; Otway and Chatterton were seen lingering on the 
opposite side of the Styx, but could not muster enough be- 
tween them to pay Charon his fare; Thomson fell asleep in the 
boat, and was rowed back again; and Bums sent a low fellow, 
one John Barleycorn, an old companion of his who had con- 
ducted him to the other world, to say that he had during his 
lifetime been drawn out of his retirement as a show, only to be 
made an exciseman of, and that he would rather remain where 
he was. He desired, however, to shake hands by his repre- 
sentative ; — the hand thus held out was in a burning fever, and 
shook prodigiously. 

The room was hung round with several portraits of eminent 
painters. While we were debating whether we should demand 
speech with these masters of mute eloquence, whose features 
were so familiar to us, it seemed that all at once they glided 
from their frames, and seated themselves at some little dis- 
tance from us. There was Leonardo with his majestic beard and 
watchful eye, having a bust of Archimedes before him; next 
him was Raphael's graceful head turned round to the Fornarina, 
and on his other side was Lucretia Borgia, with calm golden 
locks; Michael Angelo had placed the model of St. Peter's on 
the table before him; Correggio had an angel at his side; Titian 
was seated with liis mistress between himself and Giorgioni; 
Guido was accompanied by his own Aurora, who took a dice- 
box from him; Claude held a mirror in his hand; Rubens patted 

» "Irritable dass" (the poets). * In Gay's opera called Polly 
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a beautiful panther, led in by a satjrr, on the head; Vandyke 
appeared as his own Paris; and Rembrandt was hid under 
furs, gold chains and jewels, which Sir Joshua eyed closely, 
holding his hand so as to shade his forehead. Not a word was 
spoken; and as we rose to do them homage, they still pre- 
sented the same surface to the view. Not being bona fide rep- 
resentations of living p)eople, we got rid of the splendid appari- 
tions by signs and dumb show. As soon as they had melted into 
thin air, there was a loud noise at the outer door, and we found 
it was Giotto, Cimabue, and Ghirlandaio, who had been raised 
from the dead by their earnest desire to see their illustrious suc- 
cessors, 

Whose names on earth 
In Fame's eternal records live for aye. 

Finding them gone, they had no ambition to be seen after them, 

and mournfully withdrew. "Egad!" said B , "those are 

the very fellows I should like to have had some talk with, to 
know how they could see to paint when all was dark around 
them!" . . . 

"There is one person," said a shrill, querulous voice, "I 
would rather see tian all these — Don Quixote!" 

" Come, come ! " said H . " I thought we should have no 

heroes, real or fabulous. What say you, Mr. B ? Are you 

for eking out your shadowy list with such names as Alexander, 
Julius Caesar, Tamerlane, or Ghengis Khan?" "Excuse me," 

said B , "on the subject of characters in active life, plotters 

and disturbers of the world, I have a crotchet of my own, which 
I beg leave to reserve." "No, no! come, out with your worth- 
ies!" "What do you think of Guy Faux and Judas Iscariot?" 

H turned an eye upon him like a wild Indian, but cordial 

and full of smothered glee. " Your most exquisite reason ! " was 

echoed on all sides, and A thought that B had now 

fairly entangled himself. "Why, I cannot but think," retorted 
he of the wistful countenance, "that Guy Faux, that poor 
fluttering annual scarcecrow of straw and rags,^ is an ill-used 
gentleman. I would give something to see him sitting pale and 
emaciated, surrounded by his matches and his barrels of gun- 

^ The eSEigy burned on the anniversary of the Popish Plot. 
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powder, and expecting the moment that was to transport him 
to Paradise for his heroic self-devotion; but if I say any more, 

there is that fellow G will make something of it. And as to 

Judas Iscariot, my reason is different. I would fain see the face 
of him who, having dipped his hand in the same dish with the 
Son of Man, could afterwards betray him. I have no conception 
of such a thing; nor have I ever seen any picture (not even 
Leonardo's very fine one) that gave me the least idea of it." 

"You have said enough, Mr. B , to justify your choice." 

"Oh! ever right, Menenius — ever right!" 

"There is only one other person I can ever think of after 

this," continued H , but without mentioning a name that 

once put on a semblance of mortality. "If Shakespeare was to 
come into the room, we should all rise up to meet him; but if 
that person was to come into it, we should all fall down and try 
to kiss the hem of his garment! " 

As a lady present seemed now to get uneasy at the turn the 
conversation had taken, we rose up to go. The morning broke 
with that dim, dubious light by which Giotto, Cimabue, and 
Ghirlandaio must have seen to paint their earliest works; and 
we parted to meet again and renew similar topics at night, the 
next night, and the night after that, — till that night over- 
spread Europe which saw no dawn. The same event, in truth, 
broke up our little Congress that broke up the great one.^ But 
that was to meet again: our deliberations have never beea 
resumed. 

^ The Congress of Vienna, interrupted in 1815 by the return of Napoleon from Elba. 
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[These Conversations were published in a number of volumes, at inter- 
•fals through many years; of the five here represented, the first appeared 
in 1828, the second and third in 1829, the fourth and fifth in 1846. 
Sidney Colvin's classification of the Conversations into dramatic and 
undramatic is the best: in the former type, exemplified by all but the last 
of these five, an actual objective situation is imagined, with a certain 
amount of action, though Landor is never careful to abstain from intro- 
ducing his personal sentiments; in the latter type, exemplified by ** Southey 
and Landor," there is conversation pvire and simple.] 

BOSSUET AND THE DUCHESS DE FONTANGES ^ 

BossueL Mademoiselle, it is the King's desire that I compK- 
ment you on the elevation you have attained. 

Fontanges. O monseigneur, I know very well what you mean. 
His Majesty is kind and polite to everybody. The last thing 
he said to me was, "Angelique! do not forget to compliment 
Monseigneur the Bishop on the dignity I have conferred upon 
him, of almoner to the Dauphiness. I desired the appointment 
for him only that he might be of rank sufficient to confess you, 
now you are Duchess. Let him be your confessor, my little 
girl. He has fine manners.'' 

Bossuet. I dare not presimie to ask you, mademoiselle, what 
was your gracious reply to the condescension of our royal 
master 

Fontanges. Oh, yes you may. I told him I was almost sure 
I should be ashamed of confessing such naughty things to a 
person of high rank, who writes like an angel. 

Bosstiet, The observation was inspired mademoiselle, by 
your goodness and modesty. 

* This conversation is supposed to occur about 1680. The Duchess de Fontanges was 
a mistress of Louis XIV; Landor quotes a remark of the Abb^ du Choisy, that she was 
belle comme un ange, mats soUe comme un panier ("beautiful as an angel, but stupid as a 
post" — literally, basket). 
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Fantanges. You are so agreeable a man, monseigneur, I will 
confess to you directly, if you like. 

BossueL Have you brought yourself to a proper frame of 
mind, young lady? 

Fonkmges. What is that? 

Bosst$eL Do you hate sin? 

FofUanges, Very much. 

Bossuei. Are you resolved to leave it off? 

FofUanges, I have left it off entirely since the King began to 
love me. I have never said a spiteful word of anybody since. 

BossueL In your opinion, mademoiselle, are there no other 
sins than maUce? 

Fontanges, 1 never stole anything; I never committed adul- 
tery; I never coveted my neighbour's wife; I never killed any 
person, though several have told me they should die for me. 

BossueL Vain, idle talk! Did you listen to it? 

Fontanges. Indeed I did, with both ears; it seemed so funny. 

Bossuet. You have something to answer for, then. 

ForUanges. No, indeed, I have not, monseigneur. I have 
asked many times after them, and found they were all alive; 
which mortified me. 

BossueL So, then! you would really have them die for you? 

Fonkmges. Oh, no, no ! but I wanted to see whether they were 
in earnest, or told me fibs; for, if they told me fibs I would never 
trust them again. I do not care about them; for the King told 
me I was only to mind kim. 

BossueL Lowest and highest, we all owe to his Majesty our 
duty and submission. 

FofUanges. I am sure he has mine; so you need not blame 
me or question me on that. At first, indeed, when he entered 
the folcUng-doors, I was in such a flurry I could hear my heart 
beat across the chamber; by degrees I cared little about the 
matter; and at last, when I grew used to it, I liked it rather 
than not. Now, if this is not confession, what is? 

BossueL We must abstract the soul from every low mundane 
thought. Do you hate the world, mademoiselle? 

Fontanges, A good deal of it; all Picardy, for example, and 
all Sologne; nothing is uglier, — and, oh my life! What fright- 
ful men and women! 
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BossueL I would say, in plain language, do you hate the 
flesh and the devil? 

Fontanges. Who does not hate the devil? If you will hold my 
hand the while, I will tell him so. — I hate you, beast! There 
now. As for flesh, I never could bear a fat man. Such people 
can neither dance nor hunt, nor do anything that I know of. 

BosstieL Mademoiselle Marie-Ang61ique de Scoraille de 
Rousifle, Duchesse de Fontanges! do you hate titles and dig- 
nities and yourself? 

Fontanges, Myself! does any one hate me? Why should I 
be the first? Hatred is the worst thing in the world: it makes 
one so very ugly. 

BossueL To love God, we must hate ourselves. We must 
detest our bodies, if we would save our souls. 

Fontanges. That is hard; how can I do it? I see nothing so 
detestable in mine: do you? To love is easier. I love Gkxi 
whenever I think of him, he has been so very good to me; but 
I cannot hate myself, if I would. As God hath not hated me, 
why should I? Beside, it was he who made the King to love 
me; for I heard you say in a sermon that the hearts of kings are 
in his rule and governance. As for titles and dignities, I do not 
care much about them while His Majesty loves me, and calls 
me his Ang61ique. They make people more civil about us; and 
therefore it must be a simpleton who hates or disregards them, 
and a hypocrite who pretends it. I am glad to be a duchess. 
Manon and Lisette have never tied my garter so as to hurt me 
since, nor has the mischievous old La Grange said anything 
cross or bold; on the contrary, she told me what a fine colour 
and what a plmnpness it gave me. Would not you rather be a 
duchess than a waiting-maid or a nun, if the King gave you 
your choice? 

BossueL Pardon me, mademoiselie, I am confoimded at the 
levity of your question. 

Fontanges, I am in earnest, as you see. 

Bossuet, Flattery will come before you in other and more 
dangerous forms; you will be commended for excellences which 
do not belong to you; and this you will find as injurious to your 
repose as to your virtue. An ingenuous mind feels in immerited 
praise the bitterest reproof. If you reject it, you are unhappy; 
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if you accept it, you are undone. The compliments of a king 
are of themselves sufficient to pervert your intellect. 

Fontanges. There you are mistaken twice over. It is not my 
person that pleases him so greatly: it is my spirit, my wit, my 
talents, my genius, and that very thing which you have men- 
tioned — what was it? my intellect. He never complimented 
me the least upon my beauty. Others have said that I am the 
most beautiful young creature under heaven; a blossom of 
Paradise, a nymph, an angel; worth (let me whisper it in your 
ear — do I lean too hard?) a thousand Montespans. But His 
Majesty never said more on the occasion than that I was im- 
paragonahlel (what is that?) and that he adored me; holding 
my hand and sitting quite still, when he might have romped 
with me and kissed me. 

BossueL I would aspire to the glory of converting you. 

Fontanges. You may do anything with me but convert me; 
you must not do that; I am Catholic born. M. de Turenne and 
Mademoiselle de Duras were heretics ; you did right there. The 
King told the chancellor that he prepared them, that the busi- 
ness was arranged for you, and that you had nothing to do but 
to get ready the arguments and responses, which you did gal- 
lantly, — did not you? And yet Mademoiselle de Duras was 
very awkward for a long while afterward in crossing herself, and 
was once remarked to beat her breast in the Litany with the 
points of two fingers at a time, when every one is taught to use 
only the second, whether it has a ring upon it or not. I am 
sorry she did so; for people might think her insincere in her 
conversion, and pretend that she kept a finger for each re- 
ligion. . . . 

BossueL Mademoiselle, if you really have anything to con- 
fess, and if you desire that I should have the honour of absolv- 
ing you, it would be better to proceed in it, than to oppress 
me with unmerited eulogies on my humble labours. 

Fontanges, You must first direct me, monseigneur; I have 
nothing particular. The King assures me there is no harm 
whatever in his love toward me. 

BossueL That depends on your thoughts at the moment. 
If you abstract the mind from the body, and turn your heart 
toward heaven — 
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Fontanges. monseigneur, I always did so — every time 
but once. You quite make me blush. Let us converse about 
something else, or I shall grow too serious, just as you made me 
the other day at the funeral sermon. And now let me tell you, 
my lord, you compose such pretty funeral sermons, I hope I 
shall have the pleasure of hearing you preach mine. 

BossueL Rather let us hope, mademoiselle, that the hour is 
yet far distant when so melancholy a service will be performed 
for you. May he who is unborn be the sad announcer of your 
departure hence! ^ May he indicate to those around him many 
virtues not perhaps yet full-blown in you, and point trium- 
phantly to many faults and foibles checked by you in their 
early growth, and Ijdng dead on the open road you shall have 
left behind you! To me the painful duty will, I trust, be 
spared: I am advanced in age; you are a child. 

Fontanges. Oh, no! I am seventeen. 

Bossuet. I should have supposed you yoimger by two years 
at least. But do you collect nothing from your own reflection, 
which raises so many in my breast? You think it possible that 
I, aged as I am, may preach a sermon on your funeral. Alas, 
it is so ! such things have been. There is, however, no funeral so 
sad to follow as the funeral of our own youth, which we have 
been pampering with fond desires, ambitious hopes, and all the 
bright berries that hang in poisonous clusters over the path of 
life. 

Fontanges. I never minded them: I like peaches better; and 
one a day is quite enough for me. 

Bossuet. We say that our days are few; and, saying it, we 
say too much. Marie-Angelique, we have but one: the past 
are not ours, and who can promise us the future? This in 
which we live is ours only while we live in it; the next moment 
may strike it off from us; the next sentence I would utter may 
be broken and fall between us. The beauty that has made a 
thousand hearts to beat at one instant, at the succeeding has 
been without pulse and colour, without admirer, friend, com- 
panion, follower. She by whose eyes the march of victory shall 
have been directed, whose name shall have animated armies 

* Bossuet was in his fifty-fourth year; Mile, de Fontanges died in child-bed the year 
following; he survived her twenty- three. [Landor'a note.] 
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at the extremities of the earth, drops into one of its crevices 
and mingles with its dust. Duchess de Fontanges! think on 
this! Lady! so live as to think on it undisturbed! 

Fontanges. O God! I am quite alarmed. Do not talk thus 
gravely. It is in vain that you speak to me in so sweet a voice. 
I am frightened even at the rattle of the beads about my neck; 
take them off, and let us talk on other things. What was it 
that dropped on the floor as you were speaking? It seemed to 
shake the room, though it sounded like a pin or button. 

BossueL Never mind it: leave it there; I pray you, I implore 
you, madame! 

Fontanges. Why do you rise? Why do you run? Why not let 
me? I am nimbler. So your ring fell from your hand, my Lord 
Bishop! How quick you are! Could not you have trusted me 
to pick it up? 

Bosstiet. Madame is too condescending; had this happened, 
I should have been overwhelmed with confusion. My hand is 
shriveled; the ring has ceased to fit it. A mere accident may 
draw us into perdition; a mere accident may bestow on us the 
means of grace. A pebble has moved you more than my words. 

Fontanges. It pleases me vastly; I admire rubies. I will ask 
the King for one exactly like it. This is the time he usually 
comes in from the chase. I am sorry you cannot be present to 
hear how prettily I shall ask him; but that is impossible, you 
know; for I shall do it just when I am certain he would give me 
anything. He said so himself; he said but yesterday, "Such a 
sweet creature is worth a world," and no actor on the stage was 
more like a king than his Majesty was when he spoke it, if he 
had but kept his wig and robe on. And yet you know he is 
rather stiff and wrinkled for so great a monarch; and his eyes, 
I am afraid, are beginning to fail him, he looks so close at 
things. 

Bosstiet. Mademoiselle, such is the duty of a prince who de- 
sires to conciliate our regard and love. 

Fontanges. Well, I think so too, though I did not like it in 
him at first. I am sure he will order the ring for me, and I will 
confess to you with it upon my finger. But first I must be cau- 
tious and particular to know of him how much it is his royal 
will that I should say. 
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LUCULLUS AND CJESAR ^ 

. . . Lucidliis. You are surveying the little lake beside us. 
It contains no fish; birds never alight on it; the water is ex- 
tremely pure and cold; the walk round is pleasant, not only 
because there is always a gentle breeze from it, but because the 
turf is fine, and the surface of the mountain on this summit is 
perfectly on a level to a great extent in length, — not a tri- 
fling advantage to me, who walk often, and am weak. I have no 
alley, no garden, no enclosure; the park is in the vale below, 
where a brook supplies the ponds, and where my servants are 
lodged; for here I have only twelve in attendance. 

Coesar. What is that so white, toward the Adriatic? 

Lucullus. The Adriatic itself. Turn round and you may 
descry the Tuscan Sea. Our situation is reported to be among 
the highest of the Apennines. Marcipor has made the sign to 
me that dinner is ready. Pass this way. . . . 

This other is my dining-room. You expect the dishes. 

C(Bsar. I misunderstood, — I fancied — 

Lucullus, Repose yourself, and touch with the ebony wand, 
beside you, the sphinx on either of those obelisks, right or left. 

Cossar. Let me look at them first. 

Lucullus, The contrivance was intended for one person, or 
two at most, desirous of privacy and quiet. The blocks of 
jasper in my pair, and of prophyry in yours, easily yield in their 
grooves, each forming one partition. There are four, contain- 
ing four platforms. The lower holds four dishes, such as suck- 
ing forest-boars, venison, hares, tunnies, sturgeons, which you 
will find within; the upper three, eight each, but diminutive. 
The confectionery is brought separately, for the steam would 
spoil it, if any should escape. The melons are in the snow, 
thirty feet under us : they came early this morning from a place 
in the vicinity of Luni, so that I hope they may be crisp, in- 
dependently of their coolness. 

^ The date is about 58 B.C. Caesar has come in secret to visit Lucullus, whose villa at 
Tusculum, some ten miles from Rome, was famous in antiquity for its costliness and ele- 
gance. The former general had withdrawn from public affairs after the success of his old 
rival, Pompey; Landor imagines him to have been slowly poisoned by his enemies; he 
died in the year 57. 
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CcBsar. I wonder not at anything of refined elegance in 
LucuUus; but really here Antiochia and Alexandria seem to 
have cooked for us, and magicians to be our attendants. 

Luctdlus. The absence of slaves from our repast is the luxury, 
for Marcipor alone enters, and he only when I press a spring 
with my foot or wand. When you desire his appearance, touch 
that chalcedony just before you. 

Ccdsar. I eat quick, and rather plentifully; yet the valetu- 
dinarian (excuse my rusticity, for I rejoice at seeing it) appears 
to equal the traveller in appetite, and to be contented with one 
dish. 

Lucidlus. It is milk: such, with strawberries, which ripen 
on the Apennines many months in continuance, and some other 
berries of sharp and grateful flavour, has been my only diet 
since my first residence here. The state of my health requires 
it; and the habitude of nearly three months renders this food 
not only more commodious to my studies and more conducive 
to my sleep, but also more agreeable to my palate than any 
other. 

Ccesar. Returning to Rome or Baiae, you must domesticate 
and tame them. The cherries you introduced from Pontus are 
now growing in Cisalpine and Transalpine Gaul; and the largest 
and best in the world, perhaps, are upon the more sterile side of 
Lake Larius. 

Lucidlus, There are some fruits, and some virtues, which 
require a harsh soil and bleak exposure for their perfection. 

C(Bsar, In such a profusion of viands, and so savoury, I 
perceive no odour. 

Lucullus. A flue conducts heat through the compartments 
of the obelisks ; and, if you look up, you may observe that those 
gilt roses, between the astragals ^ in the cornice, are promi- 
nent from it half a span. Here is an aperture in the wall, be- 
tween which and the outer is a perpetual current of air. We 
are now in the dog-days; and I have never felt in the whole 
summer more heat than at Rome in many day^ of March. 

CiBsar. Usually you are attended by troops of domestics and 
of dinner-friends, not to mention the learned and scientific, 
nor your own family, your attachment to which, from youth 

^ Mouldings. 
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upward, is one of the higher graces in your character. Your 
brother was seldom absent from you. 

Lucidlus. Marcus was coming; but the vehement heats 
along the Arno, in which valley he has a property he never saw 
before, inflamed his blood, and he now is resting for a few days 
at Faesulae, a little town destroyed by Sylla within our memory, 
who left it only air and water, the best in Tuscany. The health 
of Marcus, like mine, has been declining for several months: 
we are running our last race against each other, and never was 
I, in youth along the Tiber, so anxious of first reaching the goal. 
I would not outlive him : I should reflect too painfully on earlier 
days, and look forward too despondently on future. As for 
friends, lampreys and turbots beget them, and they spawn not 
amid the solitude of the Apennines. To dine in company with 
more than two is a Gaulish and German thing. I can hardly 
bring myself to believe that I have eaten in concert with 
twenty; so barbarous and herdlike a practice does it now appear 
to me — such an incentive to drink much and talk loosely; not 
to add, such a necessity to speak loud, which is clownish and 
odious in the extreme. On this mountain summit I hear no 
noises, no voices, not even of salutation; we have no flies 
about us, and scarcely an insect or reptile. 

Ccdsar. Your amiable son is probably with his unde: is he 
weU? 

Lucidlus, Perfectly. He was indeed with my brother in his 
intended visit to me; but Marcus, imable to accompany him 
hither, or superintend his studies in the present state of his 
health, sent him directly to his imcle Cato at Tusculiun — a 
man fitter than either of us to direct his education, and prefer- 
able to any, excepting yourself and Marcus Tullius, in elo- 
quence and urbanity. 

C(Bsar. Cato is so great that whoever is greater must be the 
happiest and first of men. 

LucuUus, That any such be still existing, O Julius, ought to 
excite no groan from the breast of a Roman citizen. But per- 
haps I wrong you; perhaps your mind was forced reluctantly 
back again, on your past animosities and contests in the 
Senate. 

C(Bsar. I revere him, but cannot love him. 
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LucuUus. Then, Cams Julius, you groaned with reason; and 
I would pity rather than reprove you. 

On the ceiling at which you are looking, there is no gilding, 
and little painting — a mere trellis of vines bearing grapes, 
and the heads, shoulders, and arms, rising from the cornice 
only, of boys and girls climbing up to steal them, and scram- 
bling for them: nothing overhead; no giants tumbling down, no 
Jupiter thimdering, no Mars and Venus caught at mid-day, no 
river-gods pouring out their urns upon us; for, as I think noth- 
ing so insipid as a flat ceiling, I think nothing so absurd as a 
storied one. Before I was aware, and without my participa- 
tion, the painter had adorned that of my bed-chamber with a 
golden shower, bursting from varied and irradiated clouds. 
On my expostulation, his excuse was that he knew the Danae ^ 
of Scopas, in a recumbent posture, was to occupy the centre of 
the room. The walls, behind the tapestry and pictures, are 
quite rough. In forty-three days the whole fabric was put to- 
gether and habitable. 

The wine has probably lost its freshness: will you try some 
other? 

Ccdsar. Its temperature is exact; its flavour exquisite. Lat- 
terly I have never sat long after dinner, and am curious to 
pass through the other apartments, if you will trust me. 

LucuUus. I attend you. 

C(Bsar. Lucullus, who is here? What figure is that on the 
poop of the vessel? Can it be — 

Lucullus. The subject was dictated by mjrself ; you gave it. 

C(Bsar. Oh, how beautifully is the water painted! How 
vividly the sun strikes against the snows on Taurus! The gray 
temples and pier-head of Tarsus catch it differently, and the 
mommiental moimd on the left is half in shade. In the coun- 
tenance of those pirates I did not observe such diversity, nor 
that any boy pulled his father back : I did not indeed mark them 
or notice them at all. 

Lucullus. The painter in this fresco, the last work finished, 
had dissatisfied me in one particular. "That beautiful yoimg 
face," said I, "appears not to threaten death." 

"Lucius," he replied, "if one muscle were moved it were not 
Caesar's: beside, he said it jokingly, though resolved." 

^ Jupiter was said to have visited Danae in a golden shower. 
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"I am contented with your apology, Antipho; but what are 
you doing now? for you never lay down or suspend your pen- 
cil, let who will talk and argue. The lines of that smaller face 
in the distance are the same." 

"Not the same," replied he, "nor very different: it smiles, 
as surely the goddess must have done at the first heroic act of 
her descendant." 

Ccdsar, In her exultation and impatience to press forward, 
she seems to forget that she is standing at the extremity of the 
shell, which rises up behind out of the water; and she takes no 
notice of the terror on the countenance of this Cupid who would 
detain her, nor of this who is flying off and looking back. The 
reflection of the shell has given a warmer hue below the knee; a 
long streak of yellow light in the horizon is on the level of her 
bosom; some of her hair is almost lost in it; above her head on 
every side is the pure azure of the heavens. 

Oh ! and you would not have led me up to this? You, among 
whose primary studies is the most perfect satisfaction of your 
guests ! 

Luculltis. In the next apartment are seven or eight other 
pictures from our history. 

There are no more: what do you look for? 

Ccdsar. I fijid not among the rest any descriptive of your 
own exploits. Ah, Lucullus! there is no surer way of making 
them remembered. 

This, I presmne by the harps in the two comers, is the music- 
room. 

Lucullus. No, indeed; nor can I be said to have one here; for 
I love best the music of a single instrument, and listen to it 
willingly at all times, but most willingly while I am reading. At 
such seasons a voice or even a whisper disturbs me; but music 
refreshes my brain when I have read long, and strengthens it 
from the beginning. I find also that if I write anything in 
poetry (a youthful propensity still remaining), it gives rapidity 
and variety and brightness to my ideas. On ceasing, I com- 
mand a fresh measure and instrument, or another voice; which 
is to the mind like a change of posture, or of air to the body. 
My health is benefited by the gentle play thus opened to the 
most delicate of the fibres. 
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CcBsar. Let me augur that a disorder so tractable may be 
soon removed. What is it thought to be? 

Lucullus. There are they who would surmise and signify, 
and my physidan did not long attempt to persuade me of the 
contrary, that the ancient realms of iEetes have supplied me 
with some other plants than the cherry, and such as I should be 
sorry to see domesticated here in Italy. 

Ccdsar, The gods forbid ! Anticipate better things. The rea- 
son of Lucullus is stronger than the medicaments of Mithri- 
dates; but why not use them too? Let nothing be neglected. 
You may reasonably hope for many years of life: your mother 
still enjoys it. 

Lucullus. To stand upon one's guard against Death exas- 
perates her malice and protracts our sufferings. 

C(Bsar, Rightly and gravely said: but your country at this 
time cannot do well without you. 

LucuUus. The bowl of milk, which to-day is presented to 
me, will shortly be presented to my Manes. ^ 

C(Bsar. Do you suspect the hand? 

Lucullus. I will not suspect a Roman: let us converse no 
more about it. 

CiBsar. It is the only subject on which I am resolved never 
to think, as relates to myself. Life may concern us, death not; 
for in death we neither can act nor reason, we neither can per- 
suade nor command; and our statues are worth more than we 
are, let them be but wax. Lucius, I will not divine your 
thoughts; I will not penetrate into your suspicions, nor sug- 
gest mine. I am lost in admiration of your magnanimity and 
forbearance — that your only dissimulation should be upon 
the guilt of your assassin; that you should leave him power, 
and create him virtues. . . . 

THE EMPRESS CATHARINE AND PRINCESS DASHKOF ^ 

Catharine, Into his heart ! in to his heart ! If he escapes, we perish. 
Do you think, Dashkof, they can hear me through the 
double door? Yes; hark! they heard me: they have done it. 

* Departed spirit. 

' The date is July 17, 1762, that of the assassination of the Czar Peter IH. Landor 
writes: ''It is unnecessary to inform the generality of readers that Catharine was not 
present at the murder of her husband. . . . Our business is character." 
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What bubbling and gurgling! he groaned but once. 

Listen! his blood is busier now than it ever was before. I 
should not have thought it could have splashed so loud upon 
the floor, although our bed, indeed, is rather of the highest. 

Put your ear against the lock. 

Dashkof. I hear nothing. 

Catharine, My ears are quicker than yours, and know these 
notes better. Let me come. — Hear nothing! You did not 
wait long enough, nor with coolness and patience. There! — 
there again! The drops are now like lead: every half -minute 
they penetrate the eider-down and the mattress. — How now! 
which of these fools has brought his dog with him? What 
tramping and lapping! the creature will carry the marks all 
about the palace with his feet and muzzle. 

Dashkof, Oh, heavens! 

Catharine. Are you afraid? 

Dashkof, There is a horror that stirpasses fear, and will have 
none of it. I knew not this before. 

Catharine. You turn pale and tremble. You should have 
supported me, in case I had required it. 

Dashkof. I thought only of the tyrant. Neither in life nor 
in death could any one of these miscreants make me tremble. 
But the husband slain by his wife! — I saw not into my heart; 
I looked not into it, and it chastises me. 

Catharine. Dashkof, are you then really unwell? 

Dashkof. What will Russia, what will Europe, say? 

Catharine. Russia has no more voice than a whale. She 
may toss about in her turbulence; but my artillery (for now, 
indeed, I can safely call it mine) shall stun and quiet her. 

Dashkof. God grant — 

Catharine. I cannot but laugh at thee, my pretty Dashkof! 
God grant, forsooth ! He has granted all we wanted from him 
at present — the safe removal of this odious Peter. 

Dashkof. Yet Peter loved you; and even the worst husband 
must leave, surely, the recollection of some sweet moments. 
The sternest must have trembled, both with apprehension and 
with hope, at the first alteration in the health of his consort; 
at the first promise of true union, imperfect without progeny. 
Then there are thanks rendered together to heaven, and satis- 
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factions communicated, and infant words interpreted; and 
when the one has failed to pacify the sharp cries of babyhood, 
pettish and impatient as sovereignty itself, the success of the 
other in calming it, and the imenvied triimiph of this exquisite 
ambition, and the calm gazes that it wins upon it. 

Catharine. Are these, my sweet friend, your lessons from 
the Stoic school? Are not they, rather, the pale-faced reflec- 
tions of some kind epithalamiast ^ from Livonia or Bessarabia? 
Come, come away. I am to know nothing at present of the 
deplorable occurrence. Did not you wish his death? 

Dashkof. It is not his death that shocks me. 

Catharine. I understand you: beside, you said as much 
before. 

Dashkof. I fear for your renown. 

Catharine. And for your own good name — ay, Dashkof! 

Dashkof. He was not, nor did I ever wish him to be, my 
friend. 

Catharine. You hated him. 

Dashkof. Even hatred may be plucked up too roughly. 

Catharine. Europe shall be informed of my reasons, if she 
should ever find out that I countenanced the conspiracy. She 
shall be persuaded that her repose made the step necessary; 
that my own life was in danger; that I fell upon my knees to 
soften the conspirators; that, only when I had fainted, the 
horrible deed was done. She knows already that Peter was al- 
ways ordering new exercises and uniforms; and my ministers 
can evince at the first audience my womanly love of peace. 

Dashkof. Europe may be more easily subjugated than duped. 

Catharine. She shall be both, God willing. 

Dashkof. The majesty of thrones will seem endangered by 
this open violence. 

Catharine. The majesty of thrones is never in jeopardy by 
those who sit upon them. A sovereign may cover one with 
blood more safely than a subject can pluck a feather out of the 
cushion. It is only when the people does the violence that we 
hear an ill report of it. Kings poison and stab one another in 
pure legitimacy. Do your republican ideas revolt from such a 
doctrine? 

^ Maker of a marriage-ode. 
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Daskkof. I do not question this right of theirs, and never 
will oppose their exercise of it. But if you prove to the people 
how easy a matter it is to extinguish an emperor, and how 
pleasantly and prosperously we may Uve after it, is it not prob- 
able that they also will now and then try the experiment; par- 
ticularly, if any one in Russia should hereafter hear of glory 
and honour, and how immortal are these by the consent of 
mankind, in all countries and ages, in him who releases the 
world, or any part of it, from a lawless and ungovernable des- 
pot? The chances of escape are many, and the greater if he 
should have no accomplices. Of his renown there is no doubt 
at all: that is placed above chance and beyond time, by the 
sword he hath exercised so righteously. 

Catharine. True; but we must reason like democrats no 
longer. Republicanism is the best thing we can have, when we 
cannot have power; but no one ever held the two together. 
I am now autocrat. 

Dashkof. Truly, then, may I congratulate you. The dignity 
is the highest a mortal can attain. 
Catharine, I know and feel it. 
Dashkof. I wish you always may. 

Catharine. I doubt not the stability of power: I can make 
constant both fortune and love. My Dashkof smiles at this 
conceit: she has here the same advantage, and does not envy 
her friend, even the autocracy. 
Dashkof. Indeed I do, and most heartily. 
Catharine. How! 

Dashkof. I know very well what those intended who first 
composed the word; but they blundered egregiously. In 
spite of them, it signifies power over oneself — of all power 
the most enviable, and the least consistent with power over 
others. 

I hope and trust there is no danger to you from any 
member of the council-board inflaming the guards or other 
soldiery. 

Catharine. The members of the council-board did not sit 
at it, but upon it, and their tactics were performed cross- 
legged. What partisans are to be dreaded of that conmiander- 
in-chief whose chief command is over pantaloons and facings, 
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whose utmost glory is perched on loops and feathers, and who 
fancies that battles are to be won rather by pointing the hat 
than the cannon? 

Dashkof. Peter was not insensible to glory; few men are: 
but wiser heads than his have been perplexed in the road to it, 
and many have lost it by their ardour to attain it. I have al- 
ways said that, unless we devote ourselves to the public good, 
we may perhaps be celebrated; but it is beyond the powetc of 
fortune, or even of genius, to exalt us above the dust. 

Catharine. Dashkof, you are a sensible, sweet creature; but 
rather too romantic on principle, and rather too visionary on 
glory. I shall always both esteem and love you; but no other 
woman in Europe will be great enough to endure you, and you 
will really put the men hors de combat. Thinking is an enemy 
to beauty, and no friend to tenderness. Men can ill brook it one 
in another; in women it renders them what they would fain call 
scornful (vain assumption of high prerogative!), and what you 
would find bestial and outrageous. As for my reputation, 
which I know is dear to you, I can purchase all the best writers 
in Europe with a snuff-box each, and all the remainder witli 
its contents. Not a gentleman of the Academy but is en- 
chanted by a toothpick, if I deign to send it him. A brilliant 
makes me Semiramis; a watch-chain, Venus; a ring, Juno. 
Voltaire is my friend. 

Dashkof. He was Frederick's. 

Catharine. I shall be the Pucelle ^ of Russia. No ! I had for- 
gotten; he has treated her scandalously. 

Dashkof. Does your Majesty value the flatteries of a writer 
who ridicules the most virtuous and glorious of his nation; who 
crouched before that monster of infamy, Louis XV, and that 
worse monster, the king his predecessor? He reviled, with 
every indignity and indecency, the woman who rescued France, 
and who alone, of all that ever led the armies of that kingdom, 
made its conquerors — the English — tremble. Its monarchs 
and marshals cried and ran like capons, flapping their fine 
crests from wall to wall, and cackling at one breath defiance 
and surrender. The village girl drew them back into battle, 
and placed the heavens themselves against the enemies of 

^ Voltaire had written the Epic of La Pucdk (the Maid of Orleans). 
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Charles. She seemed supernatural: the English recruits de- 
serted; they would not fight against God. 

Catharine. Fools and bigots! 

Dashkof. The whole world contained none other, excepting 
those who fed upon them. The Maid of Orleans was pious and 
sincere: her life asserted it; her death confirmed it. Glory to 
her, Catharine, if you love glory. Detestation to him who has 
profaned the memory of this most holy martyr, the guide and 
avenger of her king, the redeemer and saviour of her country. 

Catharine. Be it so; but Voltaire buovs me up above some 
impertinent, troublesome qualms. 

Dashkof. If Deism had been prevalent in Europe, he would 
have been the champion of Christianity; and if the French had 
been Protestants, he would have shed tears upon the papal 
slipper. He buoys up no one: for he gives no one hope. He 
may amuse: dulness itself must be amused, indeed, by the 
versatility and brilliancy of his wit. 

Catharine. While I was meditating on the great action I 
have now so happily accomplished, I sometimes thought his 
wit feeble. This idea, no doubt, originated from the littleness 
of everything in comparison with my undertaking. 

Dashkof. Alas! we lose much when we lose the capacity of 
being delighted by men of genius, and gain little when we are 
forced to run to them for incredulity. 

Catharine. I shall make some use of my philosopher at 
Femey.^ I detest him as much as you do; but where will you 
find me another who writes so pointedly? You really, then, 
fancy that people care for truth! Innocent Dashkof! Believe 
me, there is nothing so delightful in life as to find a liar in a 
person of repute. Have you never heard good folks rejoicing 
at it? Or, rather, can you mention to me any one who has not 
been in raptures when he could communicate such glad tidings? 
The goutiest man would go on foot without a crutch to tell his 
friend of it at midnight; and would cross the Neva for the pur- 
pose, when he doubted whether the ice would bear him. Men 
in general are so weak in truth that they are obliged to put 
their bravery under it to prop it. Why do they pride them- 
selves, think you, on their courage, when the bravest of them is 

^ Voltaire's place of residence. 
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by many degrees less courageous than a mastiff-bitch in the 
straw? It is only that they may be rogues without hearing 
it, and make their fortimes without rendering an account of 
them. 

Now we chat again as we used to do. Your spirits and your 
enthusiasm have returned. Courage, my sweet Dashkof ; do not 
begin to sigh again. We never can want husbands while we are 
yoimg and lively. Alas! I cannot always be so. Heigho! But 
serfs and preferment will do; none shall refuse me at ninety — 
Paphos or Tobolsk. ^ 

Have not you a song for me? 

Dashkof. German or Russian? 

Catharine. Neither, neither. Some frightful word might 
drop — might remind me — no, nothing shall remind me. 
French, rather : French songs are the liveliest in the world. 

Is the rouge off my face? 

Dashkof, It is rather in streaks and mottles; excepting just 
under the eyes, where it sits as it should do. 

Catharine. I am heated and thirsty: I cannot imagine how. 
I think we have not yet taken our coffee — was it so strong? 
What am I dreaming of? I could eat only a slice of melon at 
breakfast; my duty urged me then; and dinner is yet to come. 
Remember, I am to faint at the midst of it when the intel- 
ligence comes in, or rather when, in despite of every effort to 
conceal it from me, the awful truth has flashed upon my mind. 
Remember, too, you are to catch me, and to cry for help, and 
to tear those fine flaxen hairs which we laid up together on the 
toilet; and we are both to be as inconsolable as we can be for 
the life of us. Not now, child, not now. Come, sing. I know 
not how to fill up the interval. Two long hours yet! — how 
stupid and tiresome! I wish all things of the sort could be done 
and be over in a day. They are mightily disagreeable when by 
nature one is not cruel. People little know my character. I 
have the tenderest heart upon earth: I am courageous, but I 
am full of weaknesses. I possess in perfection the higher part 
of men, and — to a friend I may say it — the most amiable 
part of women. Ho, ho! at last you smile: now your thoughts 
upon that. 

^ Th^ may choose the home of Venus or exile in Siberia. 
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Dashkof, I have heard fifty men swear it. 

Catharine. They lied, the knaves! I hardly knew them by 
sight. We were talking of the sad necessity. — Ivan must 
follow next: he is heir to the throne. I have a wild, impetuous, 
pleasant little protege, who shall attempt to rescue him. I will 
have him persuaded and incited to it, and assured of pardon 
on the scaffold. He can never know the trick we play him; 
unless his head, like a bottle of Bordeaux, ripens its contents 
in the sawdust. Orders ^re given that Ivan be desjmtched at 
the first disturbance in the precincts of the castle; in short, at 
the fire of the sentry. But not now, — another time: two such 
scenes together, and without some interlude, would perplex 
people. 

I thought we spoke of singing: do not make me wait, my 
dearest creature! Now cannot you sing as usual, without 
smoothing your dove's-throat with your handkerchief, and 
taking off your necklace? Give it me, then; give it me. I will 
hold it for you: I must play with something. 

Sing, sing; I am quite impatient. 

ANDREW MARVELL AND BISHOP PARKER ^ 

Parker. Most happy am I to encounter you, Mr. Marvell. 
It is some time, I think, since we met. May I take the liberty 
of inquiring what brought you into such a lonely quarter as 
Bunhill Fields? 

MarveU. My lord, I return at this instant from visiting an 
old friend of ours, hard by, in Artillery Walk, who, you will 
be happy to hear, bears his blindness and asthma with truly 
Christian courage, 

Parker. And pray, who may that old friend be, Mr. Marvell? 

Marvell. Honest John Milton. 

* The date cannot be accurately fixed, as Dr. Samuel Parker was not made Bishop 
until 1686, after the death of both Marvell and Milton. But about 1672, Marvell and 
Parker were engaged in controversy with which the name of Milton, then living in 
obscurity, was concerned. Parker had written a book, as Landor notes, in which occur 
the words: "It is better to submit to the unreasonable impositions of Nero and Caligula 
than to hazard the dissolution of the state." This Conversation is no doubt the finest 
example of Landor'S moral earnestness, and one critic (the late A. G. Newcomer) ques- 
tions "whether iBnglish prose of the 19th century can show anything to equal, for ex- 
alted dignity and sustained power, the utterances that Landor has put into Marvell's 
mouth." 
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Parker. The same gentleman whose ingenious poem, on our 
first parents, you praised in some elegant verses prefixed to it? 

MarvelL The same who likewise, on many occasions, merited 
and obtained your lordship's approbation. 

Parker. I am happy to understand that no harsh measures 
were taken against him, on the return of our most gracious 
sovereign* And it occurs to me that you, Mr. Marvell, were 
earnest in his behalf. Indeed, I myself might have stirred 
upon it, had Mr. Milton solicited me in the hour of need. 

Marvell. He is grateful to the friends who consulted at the 
same time his dignity and his safety; but gratitude can never 
be expected to grow on a soil hardened by solicitation. Those 
who are the most ambitious of power are often the least ambi- 
tious of glory. It requires but little sagacity to foresee that 
a name will become invested with eternal brightness by be- 
longing to a benefactor of Milton. / might have served html is 
not always the soliloquy of late compassion or of virtuous re- 
pentance: it is frequently the cry of blind and impotent and 
wounded pride, angry at itself for having neglected a good bar- 
gain, a rich reversion. Believe me, my lord bishop, there are 
few whom God has promoted to serve the truly great. They 
are never to be superseded, nor are their names to be oblit- 
erated in earth or heaven. Were I to trust my observation 
rather than my feelings, I should believe that friendship is 
only a state of transition to enmity. The wise, the excellent in 
honour and integrity, whom it was once our ambition to con- 
verse with, soon appear in our sight no higher than the ordi- 
nary class of our acquaintance; then become fit objects to set 
our own slender wits against, to contend with, to interrogate, 
to subject to the arbitration, not of their equals, but of ours; 
and, lastly, — what indeed is less injustice and less indignity, 
— to neglect, abandon, and disown. 

Parker. I never have doubted that Mr. Milton is a learned 
man — indeed, he has proven it; and there are many who, like 
yourself, see considerable merit in his poems. I confess that I 
am an indifferent judge in these matters; and I can only hope 
that he has now corrected what is erroneous in his doctrines. 

Marvell. Latterly he hath never changed a jot, in acting 
or thinking. 
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Parker. Wherein I hold him blamable, well aware as I am 
that never to change is thought an indication of rectitude and 
wisdom. But if everything in this world is progressive; if every- 
thing is defective ; if our growth, if our faculties, are obvious and 
certain signs of it — then surely we should and must be differ- 
ent in different ages and conditions. Consciousness of error 
is, to a certain extent, a consciousness of imderstanding; and 
correction of error is the plainest proof of energy and mastery. 

Marvell. No proof of the kind is necessary to my friend; and 
it was not always that your lordship looked down on him so 
magisterially in reprehension, or delivered a sentence from so 
commanding an elevation. I, who indeed am but a humble 
man, am apt to question my judgment where it differs from 
his. I am appalled by any supercilious glance at him, and dis- 
gusted by any austerity ill assorted with the generosity of his 
mind. When I consider what pure dehght we have derived 
from it, what treasures of wisdom it has conveyed to us, I find 
him supremely worthy of my gratitude, love, and veneration; 
^LTid the neglect in which I now discover him leaves me only 
the more room for the free effusion of these sentiments. How 
shallow in comparison is everything else around us, trickling 
and dimpling in the pleasure-grounds of our literature! If we 
are to build our summer-houses against ruined temples, let us 
at least abstain from ruining them for the purpose. . . . 

Parker, You will find your opinions discountenanced by 
both our universities. 

Marvell, I do not want anybody to corroborate my opinions. 
They keep themselves up by their own weight and consistency. 
Cambridge on one side and Oxford on the other could lend me 
no effectual support; and my skiff shall never be impeded by 
the sedges of Cam, nor grate on the gravel of Isis.^ 

Parker. Mr. Marvell, the path of what we fondly call pa- 
triotism is highly perilous. Courts at least are safe. 

MarvelL I would rather stand on the ridge of Etna than 
lower my head in the Grotto del Cane.^ By the one I may 

^ A stream at Oxford. 

* A cave near Naples, generating poisonous gas. The philosopher Empedodes had 
t>erished in the crater of Etna; the Grotto was especially fatal to dogs, because the gas 
Was most abundant at a low level. 
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share the fate of a philosopher; by the other I must suffer the 
death of a cur. 

Parker We are all of us dust and ashes. 

Marvell. True, my lord; but in some we recognize the dust of 
gold and the ashes of the phoenix; in others, the dust of the 
gateway and the ashes of turf and stubble. With the greatest 
rulers upon earth, head and crown drop together, and are over 
looked. It is true, we read of them in history; but we also read 
in history of crocodiles and hyaenas. With great writers, 
whether in poetry or prose, what falls away is scarcely more or 
other than a vesture. The features of the man are imprinted 
on his works; and more lamps bum over them, and more reU- 
giously, than are lighted in temples or churches. Milton, and 
men like hin;, bring their own incense, kindle it with their own 
fire, and leave it unconsumed and unconsumable; and their 
music, by day and by night, swells along a vault conmaensurate 
with the vault of heaven. 

Parker, Mr. Marvell, I am admiring the extremely fine lace 
of your cravat. 

Marvell. It cost me less than lawn * would have done; and 
it wins me a reflection. Very few can think that man a great 
man whom they have been accustomed to meet dressed ex- 
actly like themselves; more especially if they happen to find 
him, not in park, forest, or chase, but wanning his limbs by 
the reflected heat of the bricks in Artillery Walk. In England, 
a man becomes a great man by living in the middle of a great 
field ; in Italy, by living in a walled city; in France, by living in 
a courtyard: no matter what lives they lead there. 

Parker. 1 am afraid, Mr. Marvell, there is some slight bit' 
temess in your observation. 

Marvell. Bitterness, it may be, from the bruised laurel 6i 
Milton. 

What falsehoods will not men put on, if they can only pad 
them with a little piety ! And how few will expose their whole 
faces, from a fear of being frost-bitten by poverty I But Milton 
was among the few. 

Parker. Already have we had our Deluge: we are now once 
more upon dry land again, and we behold the same creation as 

* A bishop's sleeves 
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rejoiced us formerly. Our late gloomy and turbulent times are 
passed for ever. 

Marvell, Perhaps they are, if anything is for ever; but the 
sparing Deluge may peradventure be commuted for unsparing 
Fire, as we are threatened. The arrogant, the privileged, the 
stiff upholders of established wrong, the deaf opponents of 
equitable reformation, the lazy consumers of ill-requited in- 
dustry, the fraudulent who, unable to stop the course of the 
sun, pervert the direction of the gnomon ^ — all these, perad- 
venture, may be gradually consumed by the process of silent 
contempt, or suddenly scattered by the tempest of popular 
indignation. As we see in masquerades the real judge and the 
real soldier stopped and mocked by the fictitious, so do we see 
in the carnival of to-day the real man of dignity hustled, shoved 
aside, and derided, by those who are invested with the sem- 
blance by the milliners of the court. The populace is taught to 
respect this livery alone, and is proud of being permitted to 
look through the grating at such ephemeral frippery. And yet 
false gems and false metals have never been valued above real 
ones. Until our people alter these notions; until they estimate 
the wise and virtuous above the sDly and profligate, the man 
of genius above the man of title; until they hold the knave and 
cheat of St. James's as low as the knave and cheat of St. 
Giles's ^ — they are fitter for the slave-market than for any 
other station. 

Parker. You would have no distinctions, I fear. 

Marvell. On the contrary, I would have greater than exist at 
present. You cannot blot or bum out an ancient name; you 
cannot annihilate past services; you cannot subtract one single 
hour from eternity, nor wither one leaf on his brow who hath 
entered into it. Sweep away from before me the soft grubs of 
yesterday's formation, generated by the sickliness of the plant 
they feed upon; sweep them away unsparingly — then will you 
clearly see distinctions, and easily count the men who have 
attained them worthily. 

Parker: In a want of respect to established power and prin- 
ciples originated most of the calamities we have latterly imdei- 
gone. 

^ The index to a sun-dial. 

■ St. James was a region of the court; St. Giles of the very poor. 
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MarvelL Say rather, in the averseness of that power and the 
madequacy of those principles to resist the encroachment of 
injustice; say rather, on their tendency to distort the poor 
creatures swaddled up in them; add, moreover, the reluctance 
of the old women who rock and dandle them to change their 
habiliments for fresh and wholesome ones. A man will break 
the windows of his own house, that he may not perish by foul 
air within; now, whether is he, or those who bolted the door 
on him, to blame for it? If he is called mad or inconsiderate, it 
is only by those who are ignorant of the cause and insensible of 
the urgency. I declare I am rejoiced at seeing a gentleman, 
whose ancestors have signally served their country, treated 
with deference and respect; because it evinces a sense of jus- 
tice and of gratitude in the people, and because it may incite a 
few others, whose ambition would take another course, to de- 
sire the same. Different is my sentence, when he who has not 
performed the action claims more honour than he who per- 
formed it, and thinks himself the worthier if twenty are be- 
tween them than if there be one or none. Still less accordant is 
it with my principles, and less reducible to my comprehension, 
that they who devised the ruin of cities and societies should 
be exhibited as deserving much higher distinction than they 
who have corrected the hearts and enlarged the intellects, and 
have performed it not only without the hope of reward, but 
almost with the certainty of persecution. 

Parker, Ever too hard upon great men, Mr. Marvell! 

MarvelL Little men in lofty places, who throw long shadows 
because our sun is setting, — the man so Uttle and the places 
so lofty, that, casting my pebble, I only show where they stand. 
They would be less contented with themselves if they had 
obtained their preferment honestly. Luck and dexterity al- 
ways give more pleasure than intellect and knowledge; be- 
cause they fill up what they fall on to the brim at once, and 
people run to them with acclamations at the splash. Wisdom 
is reserved and noiseless, contented with hard earnings, and 
daily letting go some early acquisition, to make room for 
better specimens. But great is the exultation of a worthless 
man, when he receives, for the chips and raspings of his 
Bridewell logwood, a richer reward than the best and wisest 
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for extensive tracts of well-cleared truths; when he who has 
sold his country — 

Parker, Forbear, forbear, good Mr. Marvell! 

MarvelL When such is higher in estimation than he who 
would have saved it; when his emptiness is heard above the 
voice that hath shaken Fanaticism in her central shrine, that 
hath bowed down tyrants to the scaffold, that hath raised up 
nations from the dust, that alone hath been found worthy to 
celebrate, as angels do, creating and redeeming Love, and 
to precede with its solitary sound the trumpet that will call 
•IS to our doom. 

Parker, I am unwilling to feign ignorance of the gentleman 
you designate; but really now you would make a very Homer 
of him. 

MarvelL It appears to me that Homer is to Milton what a 
harp is to an organ, though a harp imder the hand of Apollo. 

Parker. I have always done him justice; I have always 
called him a learned man. 

MarvelL Call him henceforward the most glorious one that 
ever existed upon earth. If two — Bacon and Shakespeare — 
have equalled him in diversity and intensity of power, did 
either of these spring away with such resolution from the sub- 
limest heights of genius, to liberate and illuminate with patient 
labour the manacled human race? And what is his recom- 
pense? The same recompense as all men like him have re- 
ceived, and will receive for ages. . . . 

I am confident that Milton is heedless of how little weight 
he is held by those who are of none; and that he never looks 
toward those somewhat more eminent, between whom and 
himself there have crept the waters of oblivion. As the pearl 
ripens in the obscurity of its shell, so ripens in the tomb all the 
fame that is truly precious. In fame he will be happier than 
in friendship. Were it possible that one among the faithful of 
the angels could have suffered wounds and dissolution in his 
conflict with the false, I should scarcely feel greater awe at 
discovering on some bleak mountain the bones of this our 
mighty defender, once shining in celestial panoply, once glow- 
ini? at the trumpet-blast of God, but not proof against the 
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desperate and the damned, than I have felt at entering the 
humble abode of Milton, whose spirit already reaches heaven, 
yet whose corporeal frame hath no quiet or safe resting-place 
here below. And shall not I, who loved him early, have the 
lonely and sad privilege to love him still? Or shall fidelity to 
power be a virtue, and fidelity to tribulation an offence? 

Parker. We may best show our fidelity by our discretion. 
It becomes my station, and suits my principles, to defend the 
English Constitution, both in Church and State. • . . 

Marvell. Give me the poetical mind, the mind poetical in 
all things; give me the poetical heart, the heart of hope and 
confidence, that beats the more strongly and resolutely under 
the good thrown down, and raises up fabric after fabric on the 
same foundation. 

Parker. At your time of life, Mr. Marvell? 

Marvell. At mine, my lord bishop ! I have lived with Mil- 
ton. Such creative and redeeming spirits are like kindly and 
renovating Nature. Volcano comes after volcano; yet covereth 
she with herbage and foliage, with vine and olive, and with 
whatever else refreshes and gladdens her, the Earth that has 
been gasping under the exhaustion of her throes. 

Parker. He has given us such a description of Eve's beauty 
as appears to me somewhat too pictorial, too luxuriant, too 
suggestive, too — I know not what. 

Marvell. The sight of beauty, in her purity and beatitude, 
turns us from all imrighteousness, and is deatib to sin. 

Parker. Before we part, my good Mr. Marvell, let me assure 
you that we part in amity, and that I bear no resentment in my 
breast against your friend. I am patient of Mr. Milton; I am 
more than patient, — I am indulgent, seeing that his influ- 
ence on society is past. 

Marvell. Past it is, indeed. What a deplorable thing is it 
that folly should so constantly have power over wisdom, and 
wisdom so intermittently over folly! But we live morally, as 
we used to live politically, imder a representative system; and 
the majority (to employ a phrase of people at elections) carries 
the day. 

Parker. Let us piously hope, Mr. Marvell, that God in his 
good time may turn Mr. Milton from the error of his ways, and 
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incline his heart to repentance, and that so he may finally 
be prepared for death. 

Marvell. The wicked can never be prepared for it; the good 
always are. What is the preparation which so many ruffled 
wrists point out? — to gabble over prayer and praise and con- 
fession and contrition. My lord, heaven is not to be won by 
short hard work at the last, as some of us take a degree at the 
university, after much irregularity and negligence. I prefer a 
steady pace from the outset to the end; coming in cool, and 
dismounting quietly. Instead of which, I have known many 
old playfellows of the devil spring up suddenly from their beds, 
and strike at him treacherously; while he, without a cuff, 
laughed and made grimaces in the comer of the room. 

SOUTHEY AND LANDOR * 

. . . Southey. We open the Twelfth Book: we see land at 
last. 

Landor. Yes, and dry land too. Happily the twelfth is the 
shortest. In a continuation of six hundred and twenty-five 
flat verses, we are prepared for our passage over several such 
deserts of almost equal extent, and still more frequent, in 
Paradise Regained, But, at the close of the poem now under 
our examination, there is a brief union of the sublime and the 
pathetic for about twenty lines, beginning with "All in bright 
array.** 

We are comforted by the thought that Providence had not 
abandoned our first parents, but was still their guide; that, al- 
though they had lost Paradise, they were not debarred from 
Eden; that, although the angel had left them solitary and sor- 
rowing, he left them " yet in peace," The termination is proper 
and complete. 

In Johnson's estimate I do not perceive the unfairness of 
which many have complained. . . . 

Southey. You will not countenance the critic, nor Dryden 
whom he quotes, in saying that Milton "saw Nature through 
the spectacles of books." 

^ The two friends are refHresented, doring a visit of Sonthey's to Landoi^s bome at 
Clifton (about 1837), as discussing together the poems of Milton, page by page. They 
are now at the last book of Paradise LosL 



IMAGINARY CONVERSATIONS 191 

Landar. Unhappily, both he and Dryden saw Nature from 
between the houses of Fleet Street. If ever there was a poet 
who knew her well, and described her in all her loveliness, it was 
Milton. In the Paradise Lost how profuse in his descriptions, 
as became the time and placel In the Allegro and Penseroso 
how exquisite and select! 

Johnson asks, ''What Englishman can take delight in tran- 
scribing passages which, if they lessen the reputation of Mil- 
ton, diminish in some degree the honour of our country!" I 
hope the honour of our country will always rest on truth and 
justice. It is not by concealing what is wrong that anything 
right can be accomplished. There is no pleasure in transcrib- 
ing such passages; but there is great utility. Inferior writers 
exercise no interest, attract no notice, and serve no purpose. 
Johnson has himself done great good by exposing great faults 
in great authors. His criticism on Milton's highest work is the 
most valuable of all his writings. He seldom is erroneous in his 
censures; but he never is sufficiently excited to admiration of 
what is purest and highest in poetry. He has this in conmion 
with common minds (from which, however, his own is other- 
wise far remote), to be pleased with what is nearly on a level 
with him, and to drink as contentedly a heady beverage, with 
its discoloured froth, as what is of the best vintage. He is mor- 
bid, not only in his weakness, but in his strength. There is 
much to pardon, much to pity, much to respect, and no little 
to admire, in him. 

After I have been reading the Paradise Lost, 1 can take up 
no other poet with satisfaction. I seem to have left the music 
of Handel for the music of the streets, or at best for dnuns and 
fifes. Although in Shakspeare there are occasional bursts of 
harmony no less sublime, yet if there were many such in con- 
tinuation, it would be hurtful, not only in comedy, but also 
in tragedy. The greater part should be equable and conversa- 
tional. For if the excitement were the same at the beginning, 
the middle, and the end; if consequently (as must be the case) 
the language and versification were equally elevated through- 
out, — any long poem would be a bad one, and, worst of all, a 
drama. In our English heroic verse, such as Milton has com- 
posed it, there is a much greater variety of feet, of movement, 
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of musical notes and bars, than in the Greek heroic; and the 
final sounds are incomparably more diversified. My predilec- 
tion in youth was on the side of Homer; for I had read the 
Iliad twice, and the Odyssea once, before the Paradise LosL 
Averse as I am to everything relating to theology, and espe* 
dally to the view of it thrown open by this poem, I recur to it 
incessantly as the noblest specimen in the world of eloquence, 
harmony, and genius. 

Sauihey, Learned and sensible men are of opinion that the 
Paradise Lost should have ended with the words, "Providence 
their guide." It might very well have ended there; but we are 
unwilling to lose sight all at once of our first parents. Only one 
more glimpse is allowed us: we are thankful for it. We have 
seen the natural tears they dropp)ed; we have seen that they 
wiped them soon. And why was it? Not because the world 
was all before them; but because there still remained for them, 
under the guidance of Providence, not indeed the delights of 
Paradise, now lost for ever, but the genial clime and calm 
repose of Eden. 

Landor. It has been the practice in late years to supplant 
one dynasty by another, political and poetical. Within our 
own memory, no man had ever existed who preferred Lucretius 
on the whole to Virgil, or Dante to Homer. But the great 
Florentine, in these days, is extolled high above the Grecian 
and Milton. Few, I believe, have studied him more attentively 
or with more delight than I have; but, beside the prodigious 
disproportion of the bad to the good, there are fundamental 
defects which there are not in either of the other two. In the 
Divina Commedia the characters are without any bond of 
union, any field of action, any definite aim. There is no cen- 
tral light above the Bolge; ^ and we are chilled in Paradise 
even at the sight of Beatrice. 

Southey, Some poetical Perillus ^ must surely have invented 
the terza rima. I feel in reading it as a schoolboy feels when he 
is beaten over the head with a bolster. 

Landor, We shall hardly be in time for dinner. What should 

^ The Male Beige, or ten "evil pouches" or cavities of the eighth drde of the Inferno. 
' ' Perillus was reputed to have designed the brazen buU with which the andent tyrant 
Phalaris tortured his victims. . 
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we have been if we had repeated with just eulogies all the noble 
things in the poem we have been reading? 

Southey, They would never have weaned you from the 
Mighty Mother who placed her turreted crown on the head of 
Shakespeare. 

Landor. A rib of Shakespeare would have made a Milton: 
the same portion of Milton, all poets born ever since. . . . 

Souihey. Shakespeare, whom you not only prefer to every 
other poet, but think he contains more poetry and more wis- 
dom tiian all the rest united, is surely less grand in his designs 
than several. 

Landor. To the eye. But Othello was loftier than the citadel 
of Troy; and what a Paradise fell before him! Let us descend; 
for from Othello we must descend, whatever road we take; let 
us look at Julius Ccesar. No man ever overcame such difficul- 
ties, or produced by his life and death such a change in the 
world we inhabit. But that also is a grand design which dis- 
plays the interior workings of the world within us, and where 
we see the imperishable and unalterable passions depicted al 
fresco on a lofty dome. Our other dramatists painted only on 
the shambles, and represented what they found there, — 
blood and garbage. We leave them a few paces behind us, and 
step over the gutter into the green-market. There are, how- 
ever, men rising up among us, endowed with exquisiteness of 
taste and intensity of thought. At no time have there been so 
many who write well in so many ways. . . . 

Southey. Passing Milton's oversights, we next notice his 
systematic defects. ^ Fondness for Euripides made him too di- 
dactic when action was required. Perhaps the French drama 
kept him in countenance, although he seems to have paid little 
attention to it, comparatively. 

Landor. The French drama contains some of the finest di- 
dactic poetry in the world, and is peculiarly adapted both to 
direct the reason and to control the passions. It is a well- 
lighted saloon of graceful eloquence, where the sword-knot is 
appended by the hand of Beauty, and where the snuflf-box is 

^ The subject is now the Samson Agonisies. 
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composed of such brilliants as, after a peace or treaty, kings 
bestow on diplomatists. Whenever I read a French Alexan- 
drine, I fancy I receive a box on the ear in the middle of it, and 
another at the end, sufficient, if not to pain, to weary me in- 
tolerably, and to make the book drop out of my hand. Moliere 
and La Fontaine can alone by their homeopathy revive me. 
Such as the power of united wit and wisdom in ages the most 
desperate! These men, with Montaigne and Charron, will sur- 
vive existing customs, and probably existing creeds. . . . 

Southey. You were remarking that our poet paid little at- 
tention to the French drama. Indeed, in his preface he takes 
no notice of it whatsoever, — not even as regards the plot, in 
which consists its chief excellence, or perhaps I should say 
rather its superiority. He holds the opinion that "a plot, 
whether intricate or explicit, is nothing but such economy or 
disposition of the fable as may stand best with verisimilitude 
and decorum." Surely the French tragedians have observed 
this doctrine attentively. 

Landor. It has rarely happened that dramatic events have 
followed one another in cheir natural order. The most re- 
markabL instance of it is in the King CEdipus of Sophocles. 
But Racine is in general the most skilful of the tragedians, with 
little energy and less invention. I wish Milton had abstained 
from calling "iEschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides the three 
tragic poets unequaled yet by any," because it may leave a 
suspicion that he fancied he, essentially imdramatic, could 
equal them, and had now done it; and because it exhibits 
him as a detractor from Shakecpeare. I am as sorry to find 
him in this condition as I should have been to find him in a 
fit of the gout, or treading on a nail with naked foot in his 
blindness. 

Southey. Unfortunately, it is impossible to exculpate him, 
for you must have remarked where, a few sentences above, are 
these expressions: "This is mentioned to vindicate from the 
smail esteem, or rather infamy ^ which in the account of many it 
undergoes at this day, with other common interludes; happen- 
ing through the poet's error of intermixing comic stuff with 
tragic sadness and gravity , or intermixing trivial and vulgar 
persons, which, by all judicious, hath been counted absurclp 



PERICLES AND ASPASIA 195 

and brought in without discretion, corruptly to gratify the 
people." 

Landor. It may be questioned whether the people in the 
reign of Elizabeth, or indeed the queen herself, would have been 
contented with a drama without a smack of the indecent or 
the ludicrous. They had alike been accustomed to scenes of 
ribaldry and of bloodshed; and the palace opened on one wing 
to the brothel, on the other to the shambles. The clowns of 
Shakespeare are still admired by not the vulgar only. 

Southey. The more the pity. Let them appear in their proper 
places. But a picture by Morland or Frank Hals ought never 
to break a series of frescoes by the hand of Raphael, or of sena- 
torial portraits animated by the sun of Titian. There is much 
to be regretted in, and (since we are alone I will say it) a 
little which might without loss or injury be rejected from, the 
treasury of Shakespeare. 

Landor. It is difficult to sweep away anything and not to 
sweep away gold-dust with it; but viler dust lies thick in some 
places. The grave Milton, too, has cobwebs hanging on his 
workshop, which a high broom, in a steady hand, may reach 
without doing mischief. But let children and short men, and 
imwary ones, stand out of the way. . . . 



PERICLES AND ASPASIA 

1836 

[The imaginary letters of this collection, like the Conversations, are 
frequently unfaithful to actual history, but seek to represent the spirit of 
the great age of Pericles. They are supposed to pass between him, As- 
pasia, and their friends, during the period about 440-429 B.C. The let- 
ters here included represent only the closing days of Pericles' life; his 
final letter is Landor's masterpiece, and one of the noblest specimens of 
modern prose.] 

CLXXXV. ASPASIA TO CLEONE 

I HAVE been exhorting Pericles to leave Attica for a while, 
and to enjoy with me the pleasures of retirement in the little 
isle of Tenos. He listened to my entreaty with his usual at- 
tention and interest, and soon began to expatiate on the charms. 
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on the benefits, on the necessity, of retirement. Without a 
question I fancied I had persuaded him to compliance, when, 
with an air of sadness so attempered with sweetness as it never 
was in any other man, he said to me: "Aspasia! you can create 
in me as many wishes as spring up in the bosom of a child; and 
it is partly by planting the slips of your own in mine, and 
partly by the warmth of your eloquence. What then must be 
my sense of duty to my country, if, after all these representa- 
tions, and after all my fatigues and injuries, my determination 
is fixed to remain some time longer in the city. Hereafter we 
may visit Tenos; hereafter I may drink of the limpid brook, 
before the house, whose cold water has reddened this hand 
when you were little. We will build our navies on it; we will 
follow them along the bank, and applaud them as they clash. 
Even I foresee a perfidy in Aspasia; she will pretend to run as 
fast as she can, and yet let Pericles outrun her. No, no; that 
kiss shall not obviate such duplicity. Have I no reason for the 
suspicion, when you have often let me get the better of you in 
argument? Another and easier life may await us there, when 
this political one is uncoiled from us. But our child must asso- 
ciate with the children of the Athenians; he must love his 
father's friends; he must overcome and pardon his father's 
adversaries. We ought never to buy happiness with our chil- 
dren's fortunes; but happiness is not the commodity; it is 
desertion, it is evasion, it is sloth. However, there is at last a 
time when we may hang up our armour, and claim the stipend 
of retirement and repose. Meanwhile let us fix our eyes on 
Tenos." 

Whether, Cleone, we regard the moral or the materia] 
world, there is a silent serenity in the highest elevation. 
Pericles appears the greater when seen on his solitary eminence 
against the sky. Power has rendered him only more gracious 
and compliant, more calm and taciturn. 

CLXXXVn. ASPASIA TO CLEONE 

A pestilence has broken out in the city, so virulent in its 
character, so rapid in its progress, so intractable to medicine, 
that Pericles, in despite of my remonstrances and prayers, in- 
sisted on my departure. * He told me that, if I delayed it a 
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single day, his influence might be insufficient to obtain me a 
reception in any town or any hamlet throughout the whole of 
Greece. He has promised to write to me daily, but he declared 
he could not assure me that his letters would come regularly, 
although he purposes to send them secretly by the shepherds, 
fumigated and dipped in oil before they depart from Athens. 
He has several farms in Thessaly, under Mount Ossa, near 
Sicurion. Here I am, a few stadions from the walls. Never 
did I breathe so pure an air, so refreshing in the midst of sum- 
mer. And the lips of my little Pericles are ruddier and softer 
and sweeter than before. Nothing is wanting, but that he were 
less like me and more like his father. He would have all my 
thoughts to himself, were Pericles not absent. 

CXCn. ASPASIA TO PERICLES 

Now the fever is raging, and we are separated, my comfort 
and delight is in our little Pericles. The letters you send me 
come less frequently, but I know you write whenever your 
duties will allow you, and whenever men are found courageous 
enough to take charge of them. Although you preserved with 
little care the speeches you delivered f onnerly , yet you promised 
me a copy of the latter, and as many of the earlier as you could 
collect among your friends. Let me have them as soon as 
possible. Whatever bears the traces of your hand is precious 
to me: how greatly more precious what is impressed with your 
genius, what you have meditated and spoken! I shall see 
your calm thoughtful face while I am reading, and will be 
cautious not to read aloud lest I lose the illusion of your 
voice. 

CXCIV. ASPASIA TO PERICLES 

Gratitude to the immortal gods overpowers every other im- 
pulse of my breast. You are safe. 

Pericles! O my Pericles! come into this purer air! live life 
over again in the smiles of your child, in the devotion of your 
Aspasia! Why did you fear for me the plague within the city, 
the Spartans round it? why did you exact the vow at parting, 
that nothing but your command should recall me again to 
Athens? Why did I ever make it? Cruel! to refuse me the full 
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enjoyment of your recovered health! crueller to keep me in 
ignorance of its decline! The happiest of pillows is not that 
which Love first presses; it is that which Death has frowned 
on and passed over. 

CCXXXV. PERICLES TO ASPASL\ 

It is right and orderly that he who has partaken so largely in 
the prosperity of the Athenians should close the procession of 
their calamities. The fever that has depopulated our city re- 
turned upon me last night, and Hippocrates and Acron tell 
me that my end is near. 

When we agreed, O Aspasia! in the beginning of our loves, to 
communicate our thoughts by writing, even while we were 
both in Athens, and when we had many reasons for it, we 
little foresaw the more powerful one that has rendered it neces- 
sary of late. We never can meet again: the laws forbid it, and 
love itself enforces them. Let wisdom be heard by you as 
imperturbably, and affection as authoritatively, as ever; and 
remember that the sorrow of Pericles can arise but from the 
bosom of Aspasia. There is only one word of tenderness we 
could say, which we have not said oftentimes before; and there 
is no consolation in it. The happy never say, and never hear 
said, farewell. 

Reviewing the course of my life, it appears to me at one 
moment as if we met but yesterday; at another as if centuries 
had passed within it; for within it have existed the greater part 
of those who, since the origin of the world, have been the lumin- 
aries of the hmnan race. Damon called me from my music to 
look at Aristides on his way to exile; and my father pressed the 
wrist by which he was leading me along, and whispered in my 
ear: "Walk quickly by; glance cautiously; it is there Miltiades 
is in prisor." In my boyhood Pindar took me up in his arms, 
when he brought to our house the dirge he had composed for 
the funeral of my grandfather; in my adolescence I offered the 
rites of hospitality to Empedocles; not long afterward I em- 
braced the neck of iEschylus, about to abandon his country. 
With Sophocles I have argued on eloquence; with Euripides on 
polity and ethics; I have discoursed, as became an inquirer, 
with Protagoras and Democritus, with Anaxagoras and Meton. 
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From Herodotus I have listened to the most instructive history, 
conveyed in a language the most copious and the most har- 
monious, — a man worthy to carry away the collected suffrages 
of xmiversal Greece, a man worthy to throw open the temples 
of Egypt and to celebrate the exploits of Cyrus. And from 
Thucydides, who alone can succeed to him, how recently did 
my Aspasia hear with me the energetic praises of his just 
supremacy! 

As if the festival of life were incomplete, xuid wanted one 
great ornament to crown it, Phidias placed before us, in ivory 
and gold, the tutelary deity of this land, and the Zeus of Homer 
and Olympus. 

To have lived with such men, to have enjoyed their famili- 
arity and esteem, overpays all labors and anxieties. I were 
unworthy of the friendships I have commemorated, were I 
forgetful of the latest. Sacred it ought to be, formed as it was 
imder the portico of Death, — my friendship with the most 
sagacious, the most scientific, the most beneficent of philoso- 
phers, Acron and Hippocrates. If mortal could war against 
Pestilence and Destiny, they had been victorious. I leave 
them in the field: imfortimate he who finds them among the 
fallen! 

And now, at the close of my day, when every light is dim 
and every guest departed, let me own that these wane before 
me, remembering, as I do in the pride and fulness of my heart, 
that Athens confided her glory, and Aspasia her happiness, 
tome. 

Have I been a faithful guardian? do I resign them to the 
custody of the gods undiminished and unimpaired? Welcome 
then, welcome, my last hour! After enjoying for so great a 
number of years, in my public and my private life, what I 
believe has never been the lot of any other, I now extend my 
hand to the urn, and take without reluctance or hesitation 
what is the lot of all. 
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THE DREAMS OF BOCCACCIO AND PETRARCH 

1837 

[The title is not Lander's; the selection is from the concluding dialogue 
of The Penlameron or Book of Five Days. The sub-title of this work is 
"Interviews of Messei Giovanni Boccaccio and Messer Francesco Pe- 
trarca, when said Messer Giovanni lay infirm at his villetta hard by Cer- 
taldo; after which they saw not each other on our side of Paradise.'* The 
date of the conversations may be assumed to be 1373, the year preceding 
Petrarch's death; the record of them professes to have been foimd in an 
old Italian manuscript. Boccaccio's "Fiammetta" was Maria, daughter 
of King Robert of Anjou, who had been the poet's mistress during his 
eariier life at Naples.] 

. . . Boccaccio, In vain had I determined not only to mend in 
future, but to correct the past; in vain had I prayed most 
fervently for grace to accomplish it, with a final aspiration to 
Fiammetta that she would unite with your beloved Laura, 
and that, gentle and beatified spirits as they are, they would 
breathe together their purer prayers on mine. See what fol- 
lows. 

Petrarca, Sigh not at it. Before we can see all that follows 
from their intercession, we must join them again. But let me 
hear anything in which they are concerned. 

Boccaccio. 1 prayed; and my breast, after some few tears, 
grew calmer. Yet sleep did not ensue until the break of morn- 
ing, when the dropping of soft rain on the leaves of the fig- 
tree at the window, and the chirping of a little bird to tell 
another there was shelter under them, brought me repose and 
slumber. Scarcely had I closed my eyes, if indeed time can be 
reckoned any more in sleep than in heaven, when my Fiam- 
metta seemed to have led me into the meadow. You will see 
it below you: turn away that branch — gently! gently! do not 
break it, for the little bird sat there. . . . 

"Thy prayers have been heard, O Giovanni," said she. 

I sprang to embrace her. 

"Do not spill the water! Ah! you have spilt a part of it." 

I then observed in her hand a crystal vase. A few drops were 
sparkling on the sides and running down the rim; a few were 
trickling from the base and from the hand that held it. 
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"I must go down to the brook," said she, "and fill it again 
as it was filled before." 

What a moment of agony was this to me ! Could I be certain 
how long might be her absence? She went; I was following; she 
made a sign for me to turn back. I disobeyed her only an in- 
stant; yet my sense of disobedience, increasing my feebleness 
and confusion, made me lose sight of her. In the next moment 
she was again at my side with the cup quite full. I stood mo- 
tionless: I feared my breath might shake the water over. I 
looked her in the face for her commands, and to see it, — to 
see it so calm, so beneficent, so beautiful. I was forgetting what 
I had prayed for, when she lowered her head, tasted of the 
cup, and gave it me. I drank, and suddenly sprang forth be- 
fore me many groves and palaces and gardens, and their 
statues and their avenues, and their labyrinths of alaternus 
and bay, and alcoves of citron, and watchful loop-holes in the 
retirements of impenetrable pomegranate. Farther off, just 
below where the fountain slipped away from its marble hall and 
guardian gods, arose from their beds of moss and drosera and 
darkest grass the sisterhood of oleanders, fond of tantalizing 
with their bosomed flowers and their moist and pouting blos- 
soms the little shy rivulet, and of covering its face with aU the 
colours of the dawn. 

My dream expanded and moved forward. I trod again the 
dust of Posilipo, soft as the feathers in the wings of Sleep. 
I emerged on Baia; I crossed her inniunerable arches; I loit- 
ered in the breezy sunshine of her mole; I trusted the faithful 
seclusion of her caverns, the keepers of so many secrets; and 
I reposed on the buoyancy of her tepid sea. Then Naples, 
and her theatres and her churches, her grottoes and dells 
and forts and promontories, rushed forward in confusion, 
now among soft whispers, now among sweetest sounds, and 
subsided, and sank, and disappeared. Yet a memory seemed to 
come fresh from every one; each had time enough for its tale, 
for its pleasure, for its reflection, for its pang. As I mounted 
with silent steps the narrow staircase of the old palace, how 
distinctly did I feel against the palm of my hand the coldness 
of that smooth stone-work, and the greater of the cramps of 
iron in itl 
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"Ah, me! is this forgetting?" cried I anxiously to Fiam- 
metta. 

"We must recall these scenes before us," she replied; "such 
is the punishment of them. Let us hope and believe that the 
apparition and the compunction which must follow it will be 
accepted as the full penalty, and that both will pass away 
almost together." 

I feared to lose anything attendant on her presence; I feared 
to approach her forehead with my lips; I feared to touch the 
lily on its long wavy leaf in her hair, which filled my whole 
heart with fragrance. Venerating, adoring, I bowed my head 
at last to kiss her snow-white robe, and trembled at my pre- 
sumption. And yet the effulgence of her countenance vivified 
while it chastened me. I loved her — I must not say more than 
ever — better than ever; it was Fiammetta who had inhabited 
the skies. As my hand opened toward her, — 

"Beware!" said she, faintly smiling; "beware, Giovanni! 
Take only the crystal; take it and drink again." 
Must all be then forgotten?" said I, sorrowfully. 
Remember your prayer and mine, Giovanni. Shall both 
have been granted — Oh! how much worse than in vain!" 

I drank instantly; I drank largely. How cool my bosom 
grew! — how could it grow so cool before her! But it was not 
to remain in its quiescency; its trials were not yet over. I will 
not, Francesco! no, I may not commemorate the incidents she 
related to me, nor which of us said, "I blush for having loved 
first^^; nor which of us replied, "Say least, say least, and blush 
again!" 

The charm of the words (for I felt not the encumbrance of 
the body nor the acuteness of the spirit) seemed to possess me 
wholly. Although the water gave me strength and comfort, 
and somewhat of celestial pleasure, many tears fell around the 
border of the vase as she held it up before me, exhorting me to 
take courage, and inviting me with more than exhortation to 
accomplish my deliverance. She came nearer, more tenderly, 
more earnestly; she held the dewy globe with both hands,, 
leaning forward, and sighed and shook her head, drooping at 
my pusillanimity. It was only when a ringlet had touched the 
rim, and perhaps the water (for a sunbeam on the surface could 
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never have given it such a golden hue), that I took courage, 
clasped it, and exhausted it. Sweet as was the water, sweet as 
was the serenity it gave me, — alas! that also which it moved 
away from me was sweet! 

**This time you can trust me alone," said she, and parted my 
hair, and kissed my brow. Again she went toward the brook; 
again my agitation, my weakness, my doubt, came over me; 
nor could I see her while she raised the water, nor knew I 
whence she drew it. When she returned, she was close to me at 
Dnce. She smiled: her smile pierced me to the bones; it seemed 
an angePs. She sprinkled the pure water on me; she looked 
most fondly; she took my hand; she suffered me to press hers 
to my bosom; but, whether by design I cannot tell, she let fall 
a few drops of the chilly element between. 

"And now, O my beloved!" said she, "we have consigned 
to the bosom of God our earthly joys and sorrows. The joys 
cannot return, — let not the sorrows. These alone would trou- 
ble my repose among the blessed." 

"Trouble thy repose, Fiammetta! Give me the chaUce!" 
cried I; "not a drop will I leave in it, — not a drop." 

"Take it!" said that soft voice. "O now, most dear Gio- 
vanni, I know thou hast strength enough; and there is but 
little, — at the bottom lies our first kiss." 

"Mine, didst thou say, beloved one? And is that left thee 
still?" 

"Jfiw^," said she, pensively; and as she abased her head, 
the broad leaf of the Uly hid her brow and her eyes; the light 
of heaven shone through the flower. 

"O Fiammetta! Fiammetta!" cried I in agony, "Ciod 
is the God of mercy! God is the God of love! Can I, can I 
ever?" 

I struck the chalice against my head, unmindful that I held it ; 
the water covered my face and my feet. I started up, not yet 
awake, and I heard the name of Fiammetta in the curtains. 

Petrarca. Love, O Giovanni, and life itself, are but dreams 
at best. I do think 

Never so gloriously was Sleep attended 
As with the pageant of that heavenly maid. 
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But to dwell on such subjects is sinful. The recollection of 
them, with all their vanities, brings tears into my eyes. 

Boccaccio. And into mine too, — they were so very charm- 
ing. . . . 

Petrarca. I have had as many dreams as most men. We are 
all made up of them, as the webs of the spider are particles of 
her own vitality. But how infinitely less do we profit by them! 
I will relate to you, before we separate, one among the multi- 
tude of mine, as coming the nearest to the poetry of yours, and 
as having been not totally useless to me. Often have I re- 
flected on it, — sometimes with pensiveness, with sadness 
never. 

Boccaccio. Then, Francesco, if you had with you as copious 
a choice of dreams as clustered on the elm-trees where the 
Sibyl led ^Eneas, this, in preference to the whole swarm of 
them, is the queen dream for me. 

Petrarca, When I was younger I was fond of wandering in 
solitary places, and never was afraid of slumbering in woods 
and grottoes. . . . Allegory, which you named with sonnets 
and canzonets, had few attractions for me, believing it to be 
the deHght in general of idle, frivolous, inexcursive minds, in 
whose mansions there is neither hall nor portal to receive the 
loftier of the passions. A stranger to the affections, she holds 
a low station among the handmaidens of Poetry, being fit for 
little but an apparition in a mask. I had reflected for some 
tune on this subject, when, wearied with the length of my 
walk over the mountains, and finding a soft old molehill cov- 
ered with gray grass by the wayside, I laid my head upon it, 
and slept. I cannot tell how long it was before a species of 
dream or vision came over me. 

Two beautiful youths appeared beside me. Each was 
winged; but the wings were hanging down, and seemed ill 
adapted to flight. One of them, whose voice was the softest I 
ever heard, looking at me frequently, said to the other, "He 
is under my guardianship for the present; do not awaken him 
with that feather." 

Methought, hearing the whisper, I saw something like the 
feather on an arrow, and then the arrow itself, — the whole of 
't, even to the point, although he carried it in such a manner 
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that it was difl&cult at first to discover more than a pahn's 
length of it; the rest of the shaft, and the whole of the barb, 
was behind his ankles. 

"This feather never awakens any one," replied he, rather 
petulantly; "but it brings more of confident security, and 
more of cherished dreams, than you without me are capable 
of imparting." 

"Be it so!" answered the gentler; "none is less inclined to 
quarrel or dispute than I am. Many whom you have wounded 
grievously call upon me for succour. But so Uttle am I disposed 
to thwart you, it is seldom I venture to do more for them than 
to whisper a few words of comfort in passing. How many 
reproaches on these occasions have been cast upon me for 
indifference and infidelity I Nearly as many, and nearly in 
the same terms, as upon you!" 

" Odd enough that we, O Sleep ! should be thought so alike ! " 
said Love contemptuously. "Yonder is he who bears a nearer 
resemblance to you; the dullest have observed it." 

I fancied I turned my eyes to where he was pointing, and 
saw at a distance the figure he designated. Meanwhile the 
contention went on uninterruptedly. Sleep was slow in assert- 
ing his power or his benefits; Love recapitulated them, but 
only that he might assert his own above them. Suddenly he 
called on me to decide, and to choose my patron. Under the 
influence first of the one, then of the other, I sprang from re- 
pose to rapture, I alighted from rapture on repose, — and knew 
not which was sweetest. Love was very angry with me, and 
declared he would cross me throughout the whole of my exist- 
ence. Whatever I might on other occasions have thought of 
his veracity, I now felt too surely the conviction that he would 
keep his word. At last, before tiie close of the altercation, the 
third Genius had advanced and stood near us. I cannot tell 
how I knew him, but I knew him to be the Genius of Death. 
Breathless as I was at beholding him, I soon became familiar 
with his features. First they seemed only calm, presently they 
grew contemplative, and lastly beautiful; those of the Graces 
themselves are less regular, less harmonious, less composed. 
Love glanced at him unsteadily, with a coimtenance in which 
there was somewhat of anxiety, somewhat of disdain, and cried, 
"Go away! go away! nothing that thou touchest lives 1" 
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"Say, rather, child!" replied the advancing form, and ad- 
vancing grew loftier and statelier, — "say rather that nothing 
of beautiful or of glorious lives its own true life until my wing 
hath passed over it." 

Love pouted, and rmnpled and bent down with his fore- 
j&nger the stiff short feathers on his arrow-head, but replied 
not. Although he frowned worse than ever, and at me, I 
dreaded him less and less, and scarcely looked toward him. 
The milder and cahner Genius, the third, in proportion as I 
took courage to contemplate him, regarded me with more and 
more complacency. He held neither flower nor arrow, as the 
others did; but, throwing back the clusters of dark curls that 
overshadowed his countenance, he presented me his hand, 
openly and benignly. I shrank on looking at him so near, and 
yet I sighed to love him. He smiled, not without an expression 
of pity, at perceiving my diffidence, my timidity, — for I 
remembered how soft was the hand of Sleep, how warm and 
entrancing was Love's. By degrees I became ashamed of my 
ingratitude, and turning my face away, I held out my arms, 
and felt my neck within his. Composure strewed and allayed 
all the throbbings of my bosom; the coolness of freshest morn- 
ing breathed around; the heavens seemed to open above me; 
while the beautiful cheek of my deliverer rested on my head. 
I would now have looked for those others, but, knowing my 
intention by my gesture, he said consolatorily: 

"Sleep is on his way to the Earth, where many are calling 
him; but it is not to these he hastens, for every call only makes 
him fly farther off. Sedate and grave as he looks, he is nearly 
as capricious and volatile as the more arrogant and ferocious 
one." 

"And Love!" said I, "whither is he departed? K not toe 
late, I would propitiate and appease him." 

"He who camiot follow me, he who cannot overtake and 
pass me," said the Genius, "is unworthy of the name, the most 
glorious in earth or heaven. Look up! Love is yonder, and 
ready to receive thee." 

I looked; the earth was under me; I saw only the clear blue 
sky, and something brighter above it 
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THOMAS DE QUINCEY 

THE PLEASURES OF OPIUM 

1821 

[From the Confessions of an English Opium-Eater. This work of blended 
autobiography and romance was published in the London Magazine in 
182 1, and in book form in the following year. In 1856 De Quincey reissued 
it in a much enlarged form; but he regarded the earlier text (which is fol- 
lowed in the present selection) as the better. The section reprinted here is 
followed by one on " The Pains of Opium."] 

It is so long since I first took opium that if it had been a 
trifling incident in my life I might have forgotten its date; but 
cardinal events are not to be forgotten, and from circum- 
stances connected with it I remember that it must be referred 
to the autumn of 1804. During that season I was in London, 
having come thither for the first time since my entrance at 
college. And my introduction to opium arose in the following 
way. From an early age I had been accustomed to wash my 
head in cold water at least once a day: being suddenly seized 
with toothache, I attributed it to some relaxation caused by an 
accidental intermission of that practice; jmnped out of bed; 
plunged my head into a basin of cold water; and with hair thus 
wetted went to sleep. The next morning, as I need hardly say, 
I awoke with excruciating rheumatic pains of the head and 
face, from which I had hardly any respite for about twenty 
days. On the twenty-first day, I think it was, and on a Sunday, 
that I went out into the streets; rather to nm away, if possi- 
ble, from my torments, than with any distinct purpose. By 
accident I met a college acquaintance who recommended 
opiiun. Opium! dread agent of unimaginable pleasure and 
pain! I had heard of it as I had of manna or of ambrosia, but 
no further: how unmeaning a sound was it at that time! what 
solemn chords does it now strike upon my heart! what heart- 
quaking vibrations of sad and happy remembrances! Revert- 
ing for a moment to these, I feel a mystic importance attached 
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to the minutest circumstances connected with the place and 
the time, and the man, if man he was, that first laid open to 
me the Paradise of Opiimi-eaters. It was a Sunday afternoon, 
wet and cheerless: and a duller spectacle this earth of ours has 
not to show than a rainy Sunday in London. My road home- 
wards lay through Oxford Street; and near "the stately Pan- 
theon," ^ as Mr. Wordsworth has obligingly called it, I saw 
a druggist's shop. The druggist — unconscious minister of 
celestial pleasures! — as if in sympathy with the rainy Sun- 
day, looked dull and stupid, just as any mortal druggist might 
be expected to look on a Sunday; and, when I asked for the 
tincture of opium, he gave it to me as any other man might do; 
and furthermore, out of my shilling, returned me what seemed 
to be real copper halfpence, taken out of a real wooden drawer. 
Nevertheless, in spite of such indications of humanity, he has 
ever since existed in my mind as the beatific vision of an im- 
mortal druggist, sent down to earth on a special mission to 
myself. And it confirms me in this way of considering him, 
that, when I next came up to London, I sought him near the 
stately Pantheon, and found him not; and thus to me, who 
knew not his name (if indeed he had one), he seemed rather to 
have vanished from Oxford Street than to have removed in 
any bodily fashion. The reader may choose to think of him as, 
possibly, no more than a sublunary druggist; it may be so; but 
my faith is better : I believe him to have evanesced, or evap- 
orated. So unwillingly would I connect any mortal remem- 
brances with that hour, and place, and creature, that first 
brought me acquainted with the celestial drug. 

Arrived at my lodgings, it may be supposed that I lost not a 
moment in taking the quantity prescribed. I was necessarily 
ignorant of the whole art and mystery of opium-taking; and 
what I took, I took under every disadvantage. But I took it : — 
and in an hour, oh! heavens! what a revulsion! what an up- 
heaving, from its lowest depths, of the inner spirit! what an 
apocalypse of the world within me! That my pains had van- 
ished was now a trifle in my eyes: — this negative effect was 
swallowed up in the immensity of those positive effects which 
had opened before me — in the abyss of divine enjoyment thus 

^ A concert hall. 
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suddenly revealed. Here was a panacea — a (fxtpfuucov 
vqirevOe^;^ for all human woes; here was the secret of happi- 
ness, about which philosophers had disputed for so many ages, 
at once discovered; happiness nught now be bought for a 
penny, and carried in the waistcoat p)ocket; portable ecstasies 
might be had corked up in a pint bottle, and peace of mind 
could be sent down in gallons by the mail-coach. But if I 
talk in this way, the reader will think I am laughing; and I can 
assure him, that nobody will laugh long who deals much with 
opium: its pleasures^even are of a grave and solemn com- 
plexion; and in his happiest state, the opium-eater cannot 
present himself in the character of "L'AUegro": even then he 
speaks and thinks as becomes "II Penseroso.'' Nevertheless, 
I have a very reprehensible way of jesting at times in the midst 
of my own misery; and, unless when I am checked by some 
more powerful feelings, I am afraid I shall be guilty of this 
indecent practice even in these annals of suffering or enjoy- 
ment. The reader must allow a little to my infirm nature in 
this respect; and with a few indulgences of that sort, I shall 
endeavour to be as grave, if not drowsy, as fits a theme like 
opimn, so anti-mercurial as it really is, and so drowsy as it is 
falsely reputed. 

And first, one word with respect to its bodily effects; for 
upon all that has been hitherto written on the subject of opium, 
whether by travellers in Turkey, who may plead their privi- 
lege of lying as an old inunemorial right, or by professors of 
medicine, writing ex cathedra, — I have but one emphatic 
criticism to pronounce — Lies! lies! lies! I remember once, in 
passing a book-stall, to have caught these words from a page 
of some satiric author: — "By this time I became convinced 
that the London newspapers spoke truth at least twice a week, 
viz., on Tuesday and Saturday, and might safely be depended 
upon for — the list of bankrupts." In like manner, I do by no 
means deny that some truths have been deKvered to the world 
in regard to opimn: thus it has been repeatedly affirmed by 
the learned that opiimi is a dusky brown in colour; and this, 
take notice, I grant; secondly, that it is rather dear; which I 
also grant; for in my time, East-India opiimi has been three 

* Sorrowless drug. 
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guineas a pound, and Turkey eight; and, thirdly, that if you 
eat a good deal of it, most probably you must do what is par- 
ticularly disagreeable to any man. of regular habits, viz., die. 
These weighty propositions are, all and singular, true: I can- 
not gainsay them; and truth ever was, and will be, commend- 
able. But in these three theorems I believe we have exhausted 
the stock of knowledge as yet accumulated by man on the sub- 
ject of opimn. And therefore, worthy doctors, as there seems 
to be room for further discoveries, stand aside, and allow me to 
come forward and lecture on this matter. 

First, then, it is not so much affirmed as taken for granted 
by all who ever mention opium, formally or incidentally, that 
it does, or can, produce intoxication. Now, reader, assure 
yourself, meo periculo,^ that no quantity of opimn ever did, 
or could intoxicate. As to the tincture of opium (commonly 
called laudaniun) that might certainly intoxicate if a man could 
bear to take enough of it; but why? because it contains so 
much proof spirit,^ and not because it contains so much opium. 
But crude opium, I affirm peremptorily, is incapable of pro- 
ducing any state of body at all resembling that which is pro- 
duced by alcohol: and not in degree only incapable, but even 
in kind: it is not in the quantity of its effects merely, but in the 
quality, that it differs altogether. The pleasure given by wine 
is always mounting, and tending to a crisis, after which it de- 
clines; that from opimn, when once generated, is stationary 
for eight or ten hours; the first, to borrow a technical distinc- 
tion from medicine, is a case of acute — the second, of chronic 
pleasure; the one is a flame, the other a steady and equable 
glow. But the main distinction lies in this, — that whereas 
wine disorders the mental faculties, opimn, on the contrary, 
if taken in a proper manner, introduces amongst them the 
most exquisite order, legislation, and harmony. Wine robs a 
man of his self-possession: opimn greatly invigorates it. Wine 
unsettles and clouds the judgment, and gives a preternatural 
brightness and a vivid exaltation to the contempts and the 
admirations, the loves and the hatreds, of the drinker: opium 
on the contrary communicates serenity and equipoise to all 
the faculties, active or passive; and with respect to the temper 

^ At my peril. ^ Alcoholic dilution. 
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and moral feelings in general, it gives simply that sort of vital 
warmth which is approved by the judgment, and which would 
probably always accompany a bodily constitution of primeval 
or antediluvian health. Thus, for instance, opiirai, like wine, 
gives an expansion to the heart and the benevolent affections; 
but then, with this remarkable difference, that in the sudden 
development of kind-heartedness which accompanies inebria- 
tion, there is always more or less of a maudlin character, which 
exposes it to the contempt of the by-stander. Men shake hands, 
swear eternal friendship, and shed tears — no mortal knows 
why; and the sensual creature is clearly uppermost. But the 
expansion of the benigner feelings incident to opium is no 
febrile access, but a healthy restoration to that state which the 
mind would naturally recover upon the removal of any deep- 
seated irritation of pain that had disturbed and quarreled with 
the impulses of a heart originally just and good. True it is, 
that even wine, up to a certain point, and with certain men, 
rather tends to exalt and to steady the intellect: I myself, who 
have never been a great wine-drinker, used to find that half a 
dozen glasses of wine advantageously affected the faculties — 
brightened and intensified the consciousness — and gave to the 
mind a feeling of being ponderibus librata suis;^ and certainly 
it is most absurdly said in popular language of any man that 
he is disguised in liquor; for, on the contrary, most men are dis- 
guised by sobriety, and it is when they are drinking (as some 
old gentleman says in Athenaeus), that men eavrow €fjL<t>avL^ov<nv 
omves eiaiv — display themselves in their true complexion of 
character; which surely is not disguising themselves. But still, 
wine constantly leads a man to the brink of absurdity and ex- 
travagance; and, beyond a certain point, it is sure to volatilize 
and to disperse the intellectual energies; whereas opium always 
seems to compose what had been agitated, and to concentrate 
what had been distracted. In short, to sum up all in one word, a 
man who is inebriated, or tending to inebriation, is, and feels 
that he is, in a condition which calls up into supremacy the 
merely human, too often the brutal, part of his nature; but the 
opium-eater (I speak of him who is not suffering from any dis- 
ease, or other remote effects of opium) feels that the diviner 

1 In equilibrium by its own weight. 
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part of his nature is paramount; that is, the moral affections 
are in a state of cloudless serenity; and over all is the great 
light of the majestic intellect. 

This is the doctrine of the true church on the subject of 
opium; of which church I acknowledge myself to be the only 
member — the alpha and the omega; but then it is to be recol- 
lected that I speak from the ground of a large and profound 
personal experience: whereas most of the unscientific authors 
who have at all treated of opimn, and even of those who 
have written expressly on the materia medica, make it evident, 
from the horror they express of it, that their experimental 
knowledge of its action is none at all. I will, however, candidly 
acknowledge that I have met with one person who bore evi- 
dence to its intoxicating power, such as staggered my own in- 
credulity; for he was a surgeon, and had himself taken opium 
largely. I happened to say to him that his enemies, as I had 
heard, charged him with talking nonsense on politics, and that 
his friends apologized for him by suggesting that he was con- 
stantly in a state of intoxication from opium. Now the accusa- 
tion, said I, is not prima facie, and of necessity, an absurd one; 
but the defence is. To my surprise, however, he insisted that 
both his enemies and his friends were in the right: *'I will 
maintain," said he, "that I do talk nonsense; and secondly, I 
will maintain that I do not talk nonsense upon principle, 
or with any view to profit, but solely and simply," said he, 
** solely and simply, — solely and simply" (repeating it three 
times over), '^because I am drunk with opium; and that daily." 
I replied that, as to the allegation of his enemies, as it seemed 
to be established upon such respectable testimony, seeing that 
the three parties concerned all agreed in it, it did not become 
me to question it; but the defence set up I must demur to. He 
proceeded to discuss the matter, and to lay down his reasons; 
but it seemed to me so impolite to pursue an argument which 
must have presimied a man mistaken in a point belonging to 
his own profession, that I did not press him even when his 
course of argument seemed open to objection; not to mention 
that a man who talks nonsense, even though ''with no view to 
profit," is not altogether the most agreeable partner in a dis- 
pute, whether as opponent or respondent. I confess, however, 
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that the authority of a surgeon, and one who was reputed a 
good one, may seem a weighty one to my prejudice; but still 
I must plead my experience, which was greater than his great- 
est by 7000 drops a day; and, though it was not possible to 
suppose a medical man unacquainted with the characteris- 
tic symptoms of vinous intoxication, it yet struck me that he 
might proceed on a logical error of using the word intoxication 
with too great latitude, and extending it generally to all modes 
of nervous excitement, instead of restricting it as the expression 
for a specific sort of excitement, connected with certain diag- 
nostics. Some people have maintained, in my hearing, that 
they have been drunk upon green tea; and a medical student 
in London, for whose knowledge in his profession I have reason 
to feel great respect, assured me, the other day, that a patient, 
in recovering from an illness, had got drunk on a beef-steak. 

Having dwelt so much on this first and leading error in re- 
spect to opium, I shall notice very briefly a second and a third; 
which are, that the elevation of spirits produced by opium is 
necessarily followed by a proportionate depression, and that 
the natural and even immediate consequence of opium is torpor 
and stagnation, animal and mental. The first of these errors I 
shall content myself with simply denying, assuring my reader, 
that for ten years, during which I took opium at intervals, the 
day succeeding to that on which I allowed myself this luxury 
was always a day of unusually good spirits. 

With respect to the torpor supposed to follow, or rather, if 
we were to credit the nimierous pictures of Turkish opium* 
eaters, to accompany the practice of opium-eating, I deny that 
also. Certainly, opium is classed under the head of narcotics; 
and some such effect it may produce in the end : but the primary 
effects of opium are always, and in the highest degree, to excite 
and stimulate the system; this first stage of its action always 
lasted with me, during my novitiate, for upwards of eight 
hours; so that it must be the fault of the opium-eater himself 
if he does not so time his exhibition of the dose, to speak medi- 
cally, as that the whole weight of its narcotic influence may 
descend upon his sleep. Turkish opium-eaters, it seems, are 
absurd enough to sit, like so many equestrian statues, on logs of 
wood as stupid as themselves. But that the reader may judge 
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of the degree in which opium is likely to stupefy the faculties of 
an Englishman, I shall, by way of treating the question illus- 
tratively, rather than argumentatively, describe the way in 
which I myself often passed an opiiun evening in London, dur- 
ing the period between 1804 and 1812. It will be seen that at 
least opium did not move me to seek solitude, and much less to 
seek inactivity, or the torpid state of self-involution ascribed 
to the Turks. I give this account at the risk of being pronoimced 
a crazy enthusiast or visionary; but I regard that little; I must 
desire my reader to bear in mind that I was a hard student, and 
at severe studies for all the rest of my time; and certainly I had 
a right occasionally to relaxations as well as other people; these, 
however, I allowed myself but seldom. 

The late Duke of Norfolk used to say, "Next Friday, by 
the blessing of Heaven, I purpose to be drunk"; and in like 
manner I used to fix beforehand how often, within a given 
time, and when, I would commit a debauch of opium. This 
was seldom more than once in three weeks; for at that time I 
could not have ventured to call every day (as I did after- 
wards) for "a glass of laudanum negus, zvarm, and without 
sugar,** No: as I have said, I seldom drank laudanum, at that 
time, more than once in three weeks; this was usually on a 
Tuesday or a Saturday night; my reason for which was this. 
In those days Grassini sang at the Opera, and her voice was 
delightful to me beyond all that I had ever heard. I know not 
what may be the state of the Opera7house now, having never 
been within its walls for seven or eight years, but at that time 
it was by much the most pleasant place of public resort in 
London for passing an evening. Five shillings admitted one to 
the gallery, which was subject to far less annoyance than the 
pit of the theatres; the orchestra was distinguished by its sweet 
and melodious grandeur from all English orchestras, the com- 
position of which, I confess, is not acceptable to my ear, from 
the predominance of the clangorous instruments, and the 
absolute tyranny of the violin. The choruses were divine to 
hear; and when Grassini appeared in some interlude, as she 
often did, and poured forth her passionate soul as Andromache 
at the tomb of Hector, etc., I question whether any Turk, of 
all that ever entered the paradise of opium-eaters, can have 
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had half the pleasure I had. But indeed I honour the Bar- 
barians too much by supposing them capable of any pleasures 
approaching to the intellectual ones of an Englishman. For 
music is an intellectual or a sensual pleasure, according to the 
temperament of him who hears it. And, by the by, with the 
exception of the fine extravaganza on that subject in Twelfth 
Night, I do not recollect more than one thing said adequately 
on the subject of music in all literature: it is a passage in the 
Religio Medici of Sir T. Browne; ^ and, though chiefly remark- 
able for its sublimity, has also a philosophic value, inasmuch as 
it points to the true theory of musical effects. The mistake of 
most people is to suppose that it is by the ear they communi- 
cate with music, and therefore that they are purely passive to 
its effects. But this is not so: it is by the reaction of the mind 
upon the notices of the ear (the matter coming by the senses, 
Xheform from the mind) that the pleasure is constructed; and 
therefore it is that people of equally good ear differ so much in 
this point from one another. Now opium, by greatly increasing 
the activity of the mind generally, increases, of necessity, that 
particular mode of its activity by which we are able to con- 
struct out of the raw material of organic sound an elaborate 
intellectual pleasure. But, says a friend, a succession of musi- 
cal sounds is to me like a collection of Arabic characters; I can 
attach no ideas to them. Ideas! my good sir? there is no oc- 
casion for them; all that class of ideas which can be available 
in such a case has a language of representative feelings. But 
this is a subject foreign to my present purposes: it is sufficient 
to say, that a chorus, etc., of elaborate harmony, displayed 
before me, as in a piece of arras work, the whole of my past 
life — not as if recalled by an act of memory, but as if present 
and incarnated in the music; no longer painful to dwell upon, 
but the detail of its incidents removed, or blended in some 
hazy abstraction, and its passions exalted, spiritualized, and 
sublimed. All this was to be had for five shillings. And over 
and above the music of the stage and the orchestra, I had all 
around me, in the intervals of the performance, the music of 

* In a note De Quincey explains that he refers to a passage in the Second Part (Sec. 9), 
beginning: *^For even that vulgar and tavern-music, which makes one man merry, an- 
other mad, strikes in me a deep fit of devotion, and a profound contemplation of the first 
Composer." 
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the Italian language talked by Italian women; for the gallery 
was usually crowded with Italisins: and I listened with a pleas- 
ure such as that with which Weld the traveller lay and lis- 
tened, in Canada, to the sweet laughter of Indisin women; for 
the less you understand of a Isuiguage the more sensible you 
are to the melody or harshness of its sounds; for such a pur- 
pose, therefore, it was an advantage to me that I was a poor 
Italian scholar, reading it but little, and not speaking it at all, 
nor understanding a tenth part of what I heard spoken. 

These were my Opera pleasures; but another pleasure I had 
which, as it could be had only on a Saturday night, occasionally 
struggled with my love of the Opera; for at that time Tues- 
day and Saturday were the regular Opera nights. On this 
subject I am afraid I shall be rather obscure, but, I can as- 
sure the reader, not at all more so than Marinus in his life 
of Proclus, or many other biographers and autobiographers .of 
fair reputation. This pleasure, I have said, was to be had only 
on a Saturday night. What then was Saturday night to me 
more than any other night? I had no labours that I rested 
from; no wages to receive; what needed I to care for Saturday 
night, more than as it was a summons to hear Grassini? True, 
most logical reader; what you say is unanswerable. And yet so 
it was and is, that, whereas different men throw their feelings 
into different channels, and most are apt to show their inter- 
est in the concerns of the poor, chiefly by sympathy, expressed 
in some shape or otiier, with tiieir distresses and sorrows, I, at 
that time, was disposed to express my interest by sympathiz- 
ing with their pleasures. The pains of poverty I had lately 
seen too much of, — more than I wished to remember; but 
the pleasures of the poor, their consolations of spirit, and their 
reposes from bodily toil, can never become oppressive to con- 
template. Now Saturday night is the season for the chief, 
regular, and periodic return of rest to the poor; in this point 
the most hostile sects unite, and acknowledge a common link of 
brotherhood; almost all Christendom rests from its labours. It 
is a rest introductory to another rest, and divided by a whole 
day and two nights from the renewal of toil. On this account 
I feel always, on a Saturday night, as though I also were re- 
leased from some yoke of labour, had some wages to receive, 
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and some luxury of repose to enjoy. For the sake, therefore, of 
witnessing, upon as large a scale as possible, a spectacle with 
which my sympathy was so entire, I used often, on Saturday 
nights, after I had taken opium, to wander forth, without 
much regarding the direction or the distance, to all the markets 
and other parts of London to which the poor resort on a Sat- 
urday night for laying out their wages. Many a family party, 
consisting of a man, his wife, and sometimes one or two of his 
children, have I Ustened to, as they stood consulting on their 
ways and means, or the strength of their exchequer, or the 
price of household articles. Gradually I became familiar with 
their wishes, their difficulties, and their opinions. Sometimes 
there might be heard murmurs of discontent; but far oftener 
expressions on the coimtenance, or uttered in words, of pa- 
tience, hope, sind tranquillity. And taken generally, I must say 
that, in this point at least, the poor are far more philosophic 
than the rich — that they show a more ready and cheerful 
submission to what they consider as irremediable evils or 
irreparable losses. Whenever I saw occasion, or could do it 
without appearing to be intrusive, I joined their parties, and 
gave my opinion upon the matter in discussion, which, if not 
always judicious, was always received indulgently. If wages 
were a little higher, or expected to be so, or the quartern loaf 
a little lower, or it was reported that onions and butter were 
expected to fall, I was glad; yet, if the contrary were true, I 
drew from opium some means of consoling myself. For opium, 
like the bee, that extracts its materials indiscriminately from 
roses and from the soot of chimneys, can overrule all feelings 
into a compliance with the master key. Some of these rambles 
led me to great distances; for an opium-eater is too happy to 
observe the motion of time. And sometimes in my attempts 
to steer homewards upon nautical principles, by fixing my eye 
on the pole-star, and seeking ambitiously for a northwest pas- 
sage, instead of circumnavigating all the capes and headlands I 
had doubled in my outward voyage, I came suddenly upon 
such knotty problems of alleys, such enigmatical entries, and 
such sphinx's riddles of streets without thoroughfares, as must, 
I conceive, baffle the audacity of porters, and confound the 
intellects of hackney-coachmen. I could almost have believed, 
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at times, that I must be the first discoverer of some of these 
terrcB incognitx, and doubted whether they had yet been laid 
down in the modern charts of London. For all this, however, I 
paid a heavy price in distant years, when the human face 
tyrannized over my dreams, and the perplexities of my steps 
in London came back and haunted my sleep with the feeling 
of perplexities moral or intellectual, that brought confusion to 
the reason, or anguish and remorse to the conscience. 

Thus I have shown that opiimi does not, of necessity, pro- 
duce inactivity or torpor, but that, on the contrary, it often 
led me into markets and theatres. Yet, in candour, I will admit 
that markets and theatres are not the appropriate haunts of 
the opium-eater, when in the divinest state incident to his 
enjoyment. In that state, crowds become an oppression to 
him; music even, too sensual and gross. He naturally seeks 
solitude and silence, as indispensable conditions of those 
trances and profoundest reveries which are the crown or con- 
stimmation of what opium can do for human nature. I, whose 
disease it was to meditate too much, and to observe too little, 
and who upon my first entrance at college was nearly falling into 
a deep melancholy from brooding too much on the sufferings 
which I had witnessed in London, was sufl5.ciently aware of the 
tendencies of my own thoughts to do all I could to counteract 
them. I was, indeed, like a person who, according to the old 
legend, had entered the cave of Trophonius;^ and the remedies 
I sought Were to force myself into society, and to keep my 
understanding in continual activity upon matters of science. 
But for these remedies, I should certainly have become hypo- 
chondriacally melancholy. In after years, however, when my 
cheerfulness was more fully reestablished, I yielded to my 
natural inclination for a solitary life. And, at that time, I often 
fell into these reveries upon taking opium; and more than once 
it has happened to me, on a summer night, when I have been 
at an open window, in a room from which I could overlook the 
sea at a mile below me, and could command a view of the 
great town of Liverpool, at about the same distance, that I 
have sat, from sunset to sunrise, motionless, and without wish- 
ing to move. 

* A cave, containing an oracle, from which men came so pale and terrified that it was 
proverbial to say of a melancholy man that he had visited the cave of Trophonius. 
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I shall be charged with mysticism, Behmenism/ quietism, 
etc., but that shall not alarm me. Sir H. Vane, the younger, 
was one of our wisest men; and let my readers see if he, in his 
philosophical works, be half as unmystical as I am. — I say, 
then, that it has often struck me that the scene itself was some- 
what typical of what took place in such a reverie. The town 
of Liverpool represented the earth, with its sorrows and its 
graves left behind, yet not out of sight, nor wholly forgotten. 
The ocean, in everlasting but gentle agitation, and brooded 
over by a dove-like calm, might not unfitly typify the mind and 
the mood which then swayed it. For it seemed to me as if then 
first I stood at a distance, and aloof from the uproar of life, as 
if the tumult, the fever, and the strife, were suspended; a respite 
granted from the secret burthens of the heart; a sabbath of 
repose; a resting from human labours. Here were the hopes 
which blossom in the paths of life, reconciled with the peace 
which is in the grave; motions of the intellect as unwearied as 
the heavens, yet for all anxieties a halcyon calm; a tranquillity 
that seemed no product of inertia, but as if resulting from 
mighty and equal antagonisms; infinite activities, infinite 
repose. 

Oh! just, subtle, and mighty opium !^ that to the hearts of 
poor and rich alike, for the wounds that will never heal, and 
for "the pangs that tempt the spirit to rebel," bringest an 
assuaging bahn; eloquent opium! that with thy potent rhet- 
oric stealest away the purposes of wrath; and to the guilty 
man for one night givest back the hopes of his youth, and 
hands washed pure from blood; and to the proud man a brief 
oblivion for 

Wrongs unredressed and insults unavenged ; 

that summonest to the chancery of dreams, for the triumphs 
of suffering innocence, false witnesses; and confoundest per- 
jury; and dost reverse the sentences of unrighteous judges: — 
thou buildest upon the bosom of darkness, out of the fantastic 
imagery of the brain, cities and temples beyond the art of 

* A type of religious mysticism named from a Gennan writer of the seventeenth 
century. 

• A paraphrase of a famous passage of Raleigh's, — the apostrophe to Death in the 
conclusion to his History of the World, 



220 THOMAS DE QUINCEY 

Phidias and Praxiteles — beyond the splendour of Babylon 
and Hekatompylos; and ** from the anarchy of dreaming sleep " 
callest into sunny light the faces of long-buried beauties, and 
the blessed household countenances, cleansed from the "dis- 
honours of the grave." Thou only givest these gifts to man; 
and thou hast the keys of Paradise, oh, just, subtle, and 
mighty opium! 



ON THE KNOCKING AT THE GATE IN 

"MACBETH" 

1823 

[Published in the October number of the London Magazine. The con- 
clusion may well be compared with Coleridge's remarks, p. 34 above, as 
typical of the new school of romantic Shakespeare criticism.] 

From my boyish days I had always felt a great perplexity 
on one point in Macbeth. It was this: — the knocking at the 
gate which succeeds to the murder of Duncan produced to 
my feelings an effect for which I never could account. The 
effect was that it reflected back upon the murderer a peculiar 
awfulness and a depth of solemnity; yet, however obstinately 
I endeavoured with my understanding to comprehend this, 
for many years I never could see why it should produce such 
an effect. 

Here I pause for one moment to exhort the reader never to 
pay any attention to his understanding when it stands in op- 
position to any other faculty of his mind. The mere under- 
standing, however useful and indispensable, is the meanest 
faculty in the himaan mind and the most to be distrusted; and 
yet the great majority of people trust to nothing else, — which 
may do for ordinary life, but not for philosophical purposes. 
Of this, out of ten thousand instances that I might produce, I 
will cite one. Ask of any person whatsoever who is not previ- 
ously prepared for the demand by a knowledge of perspective, 
to draw in the rudest way the commonest appearance which 
depends upon the laws of that science — as, for instance, to 
represent the effect of two walls standing at right angles to 
each other, or the appearance of the houses on each side of a 
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street, as seen by a person looking down the street from one 
extremity. Now, in all cases, unless the person has happened 
to observe in pictures how it is that artists produce these 
effects, he will be utterly unable to make the smallest approxima- 
tion to it. Yet why? For he has actually seen the effect every 
day of his life. The reason is that he allows his understanding 
to overrule his eyes. His understanding, which includes no 
intuitive knowledge of the laws of vision, can furnish him with 
no reason why a line which is known and can be proved to be 
a horizontal line should not appear a horizontal line : a line that 
made any angle with the perpendicular less than a right angle 
would seem to him to indicate that his houses were all tum- 
bling down together. Accordingly he makes the line of his houses 
a horizontal Une, and fails of course to produce the effect de- 
manded. Here then is one mstance out of many, in which not 
only the understanding is allowed to overrule the eyes, but where 
the understanding is positively allowed to obliterate the eyes, 
as it were; for not only does the man believe the evidence of his 
understanding in opposition to that of his eyes, but (what is 
monstrous) the idiot is not aware that his eyes ever gave such 
evidence. He does not know that he has seen (and therefore 
qiwad his consciousness has not seen) that which he has seen 
every day of his life. 

But to return from this digression. My understanding could 
furnish no reason why the knocking at the gate in Macbeth 
should produce any effect, direct or reflected. In fact, my 
understanding said positively that it could not produce any 
effect. But I knew better; I felt that it did; and I waited and 
clung to the problem until further knowledge should enable 
me to solve it. At length, in 181 2, Mr. Williams made his 
debut on the stage of Ratcliff e Highway, and executed those un- 
paralleled murders which have procured for him such a brilliant 
and imdying reputation. On which murders, by the way, I 
must observe, that in one respect they have had an ill effect, by 
making the connoisseur in murder very fastidious in his taste, 
and dissatisfied with anything that has been since done in that 
line. All other murders look pale by the deep crimson of his; 
and, as an amateur once said to me in a querulous tone, '' There 
has b^n absolutely nothing doing since his time, or nothing 
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that's worth sp>ealung of." But this is wrong, for it is unrea- 
sonable to expect all men to be great artists, and bom with the 
genius of Mr. Williams. Now it will be remembered that in the 
first of these murders (that of the Marrs) the same incident 
(of a knocking at the door soon after the work of extermination 
was complete) did actually occur which the genius of Shake- 
speare has invented; and all good judges, and the most eminent 
dilettanti, acknowledged the felicity of Shakespeare's sugges- 
tion as soon as it was actually realized. Here, then, was a fresh 
proof that I had been right in relying on my own feeling in 
opposition to my understanding; and again I set myself to 
study the problem. At length I solved it to my own satisfac- 
tion; and my solution is this: — Murder, in ordinary cases, 
where the sympathy is wholly directed to the case of the mur- 
dered person, is an incident of coarse and vulgar horror; and for 
this reason, — that it flings the interest exclusively upon the 
natural but ignoble instinct by which we cleave to life: an 
instinct which, as being indispensable to the primal law of self- 
preservation, is the same in kind (though different in degree) 
amongst all Uving creatures. This instinct, therefore, because 
it annihilates all distinctions, and degrades the greatest of men 
to the level of "the poor beetle that we tread on," exhibits 
himian nature in its most abject and himiiliating attitude. 
Such an attitude would little suit the purposes of the poet. 
What then must he do? He must throw the interest on the 
murderer. Our sympathy must be with him (of course I mean 
a sympathy of comprehension, a sympathy by which we enter 
into his feelings, and are made to understand them — not a 
sympathy of pity or approbation).^ In the murdered person 
all strife of thought, all flux and reflux of passion and of pur- 
pose, are crushed by one overwhelming panic; the fear of in- 
stant death smites him "with its petrific mace." But in the 
murderer, such a murderer as a poet will condescend to, there 
must be raging some great storm of passion — jealousy, ambi- 

^ It seems almost ludicrous to guard and explain my use of a word in a situation where 
it would naturally explain itself. But it has become necessary to do so, in consequence of 
the unscholarlike use of the word sympathy, at present so general, by which, instead of 
taking it in its proper sense, as the act cl reproducing in our minds the feeKngs of another, 
whether for hatred, indignation, love, pity, or approbation, it is made a mere S3monym 
of the word pity; and hence, instead of sa3nng, "sympathy wi$h another," many writers 
adopt the monstrous barbarism of "sympathy /or another." (De Quincey's note.] 
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tion, vengeance, hatred — which will create a hell within him; 
and into this hell we are to look. 

In Macbeth, for the sake of gratifying his now enormous and 
teeming faculty of creation, Shakespeare has introduced two 
murderers: and, as usual in his hands, they are remarkably 
discriminated: but — though in Macbeth the strife of mind is 
greater than in his wife, the tiger spirit not so awake, and his 
feelings caught chiefly by contagion from her — yet, as both 
were finally involved in the guilt of murder, the murderous 
mind of necessity is finally to be presumed in both. This was 
to be expressed; and on its own account, as well as to make it a 
more proportionable antagonist to the unoffending nature of 
their victim, "the gracious Duncan," and adequately to ex- 
pound " the deep damnation of his taking off," this was to be 
expressed with peculiar energy. We were to be made to feel 
that the human nature — Le,, the divine nature of love and 
mercy, spread through the hearts of all creatures, and seldom 
utterly withdrawn from man — was gone, vanished, extinct, 
and that the fiendish nature had taken its place. And, as this 
effect is marvellously accomplished in the dialogues and solilo' 
quies themselves, so it is finally consunmiated by the expedient 
under consideration; and it is to this that I now solicit the 
reader's attention. If the reader has ever witnessed a wife, 
daughter, or sister, in a fainting fit, he may chance to have 
observed that the most affecting moment in such a spectacle 
is that in which a sigh and a stirring announce the reconmience- 
ment of suspended life. Or, if the reader has ever been present 
in a vast metropolis on the day when some great national idol 
was carried in funeral pomp to his grave, and, chancing to 
walk near the course through which it passed, has felt power- 
fully, in the silence and desertion of the streets and in the 
stagnation of ordinary business, the deep interest which at 
that moment was possessing the heart of man, — if all at once 
he should hear the death-like stillness broken up by the sound 
of wheels rattling away from the scene, and making known that 
the transitory vision was dissolved, he will be aware that at 
no moment was his sense of the complete suspension and pause 
in ordinary human concerns so full and affecting as at that 
moment when the suspension ceases, and the goings-on of 
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human life axe suddenly resumed. All action in any direction 
is best expounded, measured, and made apprehensible, by 
reaction. Now apply this to the case in Macbeth, Here, as I 
have said, the retiring of the human heart and the entrance of 
the fiendish heart was to be expressed and made sensible. 
Another world has stepped in; and the murderers are taken out 
of the region of human things, human purposes, human de- 
sires. They are transfigured: Lady Macbeth is "imsexed"; 
Macbeth has forgot that he was bom of woman; both are con- 
formed to the image of devils; and the world of devils is sud- 
denly revealed. But how shall this be conveyed and made 
palpable? In order that a new world may step in, this world 
must for a time disappear. The murderers, and the murder, 
must be insulated — cut ofif by an immeasurable gulf from the 
ordinary tide and succession of human affairs — locked up and 
sequestered in some deep recess; we must be made sensible 
that the world of ordinary life is suddenly arrested — laid 
asleep — tranced — racked into a dread armistice; time must 
be annihilated, relation to things without abolished; and all 
must pass self -withdrawn into a deep syncope and suspension 
of earthly passion. Hence it is that, when the deed is done, 
when the work of darkness is perfect, then the world of dark- 
ness passes away like a pageantry in the clouds: the knocking 
at the gate is heard, and it makes known audibly that the reac- 
tion has commenced; the human has made its reflux upon the 
fiendish; the pulses of life are beginning to beat again; and the 
re-estabUshment of the goings-on of the world in which we Uve 
first makes us profoundly sensible of the awful parenthesis that 
had suspended them. 

O mighty poet! Thy works are not as those of other men, 
simply and merely great works of art, but are also like the 
phenomena of nature, like the sun and the sea, the stars and 
the flowers, like frost .and snow, rain and dew, hail-storm and 
thunder, which are to be studied with entire submission of our 
own faculties, and in the perfect faith that in them there can 
be no too much or too little, nothing useless or inert, but that, 
the farther we press in our discoveries, the more we shall see 
proofs of design and self-supporting arrangement where the 
careless eye had seen nothing but accident! 
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LEVANA AND OUR LADIES OF SORROW 

1845 

[First published in the June number of Blackwood's Magazine, as 
one of a series of dream-sketches imder the general title Suspiria de 
Profundis, A note of De Quincey 's stated that this * * was, in fact, a legend 
recurring in sleep, most of which I had myself silently written or sculp- 
tured in my daylight reveries/* The essay is perhaps the most notable 
example of the lyrical prose, or prose poetry, which De Quincey valued 
as one of his special contributions to literature.] 

Oftentimes at Oxford I saw Levana in my dreams. I knew 
her by her Roman symbols. Who is Levana? Reader, that do 
not pretend to have leisure for very much scholarship, you will 
not be angry with me for telling you. Levana was the Roman 
goddess that performed for the new-born infant the earliest 
office of ennobling kindness, — typical, by its mode, of that 
grandeur which belongs to man everywhere, and of that be- 
nignity in powers invisible which even in pagan worlds some- 
times descends to sustain it. At the very moment of birth, just 
as the infant tasted for the first time the atmosphere of our 
troubled planet, it was laid on the ground. That might bear 
different interpretations. But immediately, lest so grand a 
creature should grovel there for more than one instant, either 
the paternal hand, as proxy for the goddess Levana, or some 
near kinsman, as proxy for the father, raised it upright, bade 
it look erect as the king of all this world, and presented its 
forehead to the stars, saying, perhaps, in his heart, "Behold 
what is greater than yourselves ! ' ' This symbolic act represented 
the function of Levana. And that mysterious lady, who never 
revealed her face (except to me in dreams), but always acted 
by delegation, had her name from the Latin verb (as still it is 
the Italian verb) levarCy to raise aloft. 

This is the explanation of Levana. And hence it has arisen 
that some people have understood by Levana the tutelary 
power that controls the education of the nursery. She, that 
would not suffer at his birth even a prefigurative or mimic deg- 
radation for her awful ward, far less could be supposed to suffer 
the real degradation attaching to the non-development of his 
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powers. She therefore watches over human education. Now, 
the word edilcOy with the penultimate short, was derived (by a 
process often exemplified in the crystallization of languages) 
from the word educo, with the penultimate long. Whatsoever 
educeSy or develops, edticates. By the education of Levana, 
therefore, is meant, — not the poor machinery that moves by 
spelling-books and grammars, but that mighty system of cen- 
tral forces hidden in the deep bosom of human life, which by 
passion, by strife, by temptation, by the energies of resistance, 
vorks for ever upon children, — resting not day or night, any 
more than the mighty wheel of day and night themselves, 
whose moments, like restless spokes, are glimmering for ever as 
they revolve. 

If, then, these are the ministries by which Levana works, how 
profoundly must she reverence the agencies of grief! But you, 
reader, think that children generally are not liable to grief such 
as mine. There are two senses in the word generally, — the 
sense of Euclid, where it means universally (or in the whole 
extent of the genus), and a foolish sense of this word, where it 
means usuMly, Now, I am far from saying that children uni- 
versally are capable of grief like mine. But there are more than 
you ever heard of who die of grief in this island of ours. I will 
tell you a common case. The rules of Eton require that a boy 
on the foundation should be there twelve years: he is superan- 
nuated at eighteen; consequently he must come at six. Chil- 
dren torn away from mothers and sisters at that age not un- 
frequently die. I speak of what I know. The complaint is not 
entered by the registrar as grief; but that it is. Grief of that 
sort, and at that age, has killed more than ever have been 
counted amongst its martyrs. 

Therefore it is that Levana often communes with the powers 
that shake man's heart; therefore it is that she dotes upon 
grief. "These ladies," said I softly to myself, on seeing the 
ministers with whom Levana was conversing, "these are the 
Sorrows; and they are three iii number: as the Graces are three, 
who dress man's life with beauty; the Parcce are three, who 
weave the dark arras of man's life in their mysterious loom 
always with colours sad in part, sometimes angry with tragic 
crimson and black; the Furies are three, who visit with retribu- 
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tions called from the other side of the grave offences that walk 
upon this; and once even the Muses were but three, who fit the 
harp, the trumpet, or the lute, to the great burdens of man's 
impassioned creations. These are the Sorrows; all three of 
whom I know." The last words I say now; but in Oxford I 
said, "one of whom I know, and the others too surely I shall 
know." For already, in my fervent youth, I saw (dimly re- 
lieved upon the dark background of my dreams) the imperfect 
lineaments of the awful Sisters. 

These Sisters — by what name shall we call them? If I say 
simply *'The Sorrows," there will be a chance of mistaking the 
term; it might be understood of individual sorrow, — separate 
cases of sorrow, — whereas I want a term expressing the 
mighty abstractions that incarnate themselves in all individual 
sufferings of man's heart, and I wish to have these abstractions 
presented as impersonations, — that is, as clothed with human 
attributes of life, and with functions pointing to flesh. Let us 
call them, therefore, Our Ladies of Sorrow. 

I know them thoroughly, and have walked in all their king- 
doms. Three sisters they are, of one mysterious household; and 
their paths are wide apart; but of their dominion there is no 
end. Them I saw often conversing with Levana, and sometimes 
about myself. Do they talk, then? O no! Mighty phantoms 
like these disdain the infirmities of language. They may utter 
voices through the organs of man when they dwell in human 
hearts, but amongst themselves is no voice nor sound; eternal 
silence reigns in their kingdoms. They spoke not as they talked 
with Levana; they whispered not; they sang not; though often- 
times methought they might have sung : for I upon earth had 
heard their mysteries oftentimes deciphered by harp and tim- 
brel, by dulcimer and organ. Like God, whose servants they 
are, they utter their pleasure not by sounds that perish, or by 
words that go astray, but by signs in heaven, by changes on 
earth, by pulses in secret rivers, heraldries painted on dark- 
ness, and hieroglyphics written on the tablets of the brain. 
They wheeled in mazes; / spelled the steps. They telegraphed 
from afar; / read the signals. They conspired together; and on 
the mirrors of darkness my eye traced the plots. Theirs were 
the symbols; mine are the words. 
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What is it the Sisters are? What is it that they do? Let me 
describe their form and their presence, if form it were that 
still fluctuated in its outline, or presence it were that for ever 
advanced to the front or for ever receded amongst shades. 

The eldest of the three is named Mater Lachrymarum, Our 
Lady of Tears. She it is that night and day raves and moans, 
calling for vanished faces. She stood in Rama, where a voice 
was heard of lamentation, — Rachel weeping for her children, 
and refusing to be comforted. She it was that stood in Beth- 
lehem on the night when Herod's sword swept its nurseries of 
Innocents, and the little feet were stiffened for ever which, 
heard at times as they trotted along floors overhead, woke 
pulses of love in household hearts that were not unmarked in 
heaven. Her eyes are sweet and subtle, wild and sleepy, by 
turns; oftentimes rising to the clouds, oftentimes challenging 
the heavens. She wears a diadem round her head. And I knew 
by childish memories that she could go abroad upon the winds, 
when she heard the sobbing of Utanies, or the thundering of 
organs, and when she beheld the mustering of summer clouds. 
This Sister, the elder, it is that carries keys more than papal at 
her girdle, which open every cottage and every palace. She, 
to my knowledge, sat all last simimer by the bedside of the 
bUnd beggar, him that so often and so gladly I talked with, 
whose pious daughter, eight years old, with the sunny coun- 
tenance, resisted the temptations of play and village mirth, to 
travel all day long on dusty roads with her afflicted father. For 
this did Grod send her a great reward. In the spring time of the 
year, and whilst yet her own spring was budding. He recalled 
her to himself. But her blind father mourns for ever over her: 
still he dreams at midnight that the little guiding hand is 
locked within his own; and still he wakens to a darkness that 
is fww within a second and a deeper darkness. This Mater 
Lachrymarum also has been sitting all this winter of 1844-5 
within the bedchamber of the Czar, bringing before his eyes 
a daughter (not less pious) that vanished to God not less sud- 
denly, and left behind her a darkness not less profound.^ By 
the power of the keys it is that Our Lady of Tears glides, a 
ghostly intruder, into the chambers of sleepless men, sleepless 

^ The Princess Alexandra died in August, 1844. 
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women, sleepless children, from Ganges to the Nile, from Nile 
to Mississippi. And her, because she is the first-born of her 
house, and has the widest empire, let us honour with the title 
of "Madonna." 

The second Sister is called Mater Suspiriorum, Our Lady of 
Sighs. She never scales the clouds, nor walks abroad upon the 
winds. She wears no diadem. And her eyes, if they were ever 
seen, would be neither sweet nor subtle; no man could read 
their story; they would be found filled with perishing dreams, 
and with wrecks of forgotten deliriimi. But she raises not her 
eyes; her head, on which sits a dilapidated turban, droops for 
ever, for ever fastens on the dust. She weeps not. She groans 
not. But she sighs inaudibly at intervals. Her sister, Madonna, 
is oftentimes stormy and ^rantic, raging in the highest against 
heaven, and demanding back her darlings. But Our Lady of 
Sighs never clamours, never defies, dreams not of rebellious 
aspirations. She is humble to abjectness. Hers is the meekness 
that belongs to the hopeless. Murmur she may, but it is in her 
sleep. Whisper she may, but it is to herself in the twilight. 
Mutter she does at times, but it is in solitary places that are 
desolate as she is desolate, in ruined cities, and when the sun 
has gone down to his rest. This Sister is the visitor of the Pariah, 
of the Jew, of the bondsman to the oar in the Mediterranean 
galleys; of the English criminal in Norfolk Island, blotted out 
from the books of remembrance in sweet far-off England; of the 
baffled penitent reverting his eyes for ever upon a solitary 
grave, which to him seems the altar overthrown of some past 
and bloody sacrifice, on which altar no oblations can now be 
availing, whether towards pardon that he might implore, or 
towards reparation that he might attempt. Every slave that 
at noonday looks up to the tropical sun with timid reproach, 
as he points with one hand to the earth, our general mother, 
but for him a stepmother, as he points with the other hand to 
the Bible, our general teacher, but against kim sealed and 
sequestered; every woman sitting in darkness, without love to 
shelter her head, or hope to illiunine her solitude, because the 
heaven-bom instincts kindling in her nature germs of holy 
affections, which God implanted in her womanly bosom, hav- 
ing been stifled by social necessities, now burn sullenly to 
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waste^ like sepulchral lamps amongst the ancients; every nun 
defrauded of her unretuming Maytime by wicked kinsman, 
whom God will judge; every captive in every dungeon; all that 
are betrayed, and all that are rejected; outcasts by traditionary 
law, and children of hereditary disgrace: all these walk with 
Our Lady of Sighs. She also carries a key; but she needs it 
little. For her kingdom is chiefly amongst the tents of Shem, 
and the houseless vagrant of every clime. Yet in the very 
highest ranks of man die finds chapels of her own; and even in 
glorious England there are some that, to the world, carry their 
heads as proudly as the reindeer, who yet secretly have re- 
ceived her mark upon their foreheads. 

But the third Sister, who is also the youngest — ! Hush! 
whisper whilst we talk of herl Her kingdom is not large, or 
else no flesh should live; but within that kingdom all power is 
hers. Her head, turreted like that of Cybele,^ rises almost be- 
yond the reach of sight. She droops not; and her eyes, rising 
so high, might be hidden by distance. But, being what they 
are, they cannot be hidden: through the treble veil of crape 
which she wears the fierce light of a blazing misery, that rests 
not for matins or for vesp>ers, for noon of day or noon of night, 
for ebbing or for flowing tide, may be read from the very 
ground. She is the defier of God. She also is the mother of 
lunacies, and the suggestress of suicides. Deep lie the roots of 
her power; but narrow is the nation that she rules. For she 
can approach only those in whom a profound nature has been 
upheaved by central convulsions; in whom the heart trembles 
and the brain rocks imder conspiracies of tempest from with- 
out and tempest from within. Madonna moves with imcertain 
steps, fast or slow, but still with tragic grace. Our Lady of 
Sighs creeps timidly and stealthily. But this youngest Sister 
moves with incalculable motions, bounding, and with tiger's 
leaps. She carries no key; for, though coming rarely amongst 
men, she storms all doors at which she is permitted to enter at 
all. And her name is Mater Tenebraruniy — Our Lady of Dark- 
ness. 

These were the Semnai Theai or Sublime Goddesses,^ thes« 

* Cybele, goddess of walled cities, was conceived as wearing a turreted diadem. 

* ** Sublime Goddesses " : — The word (r^fipos is usually rendered venerable in dictionahei 
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were the Eumenides or Gracious Ladies (so called by antiquity 
in shuddering propitiation), of my Oxford dreams. Madonna 
spoke. She spoke by her mysterious hand. Touching my 
head, she beckoned to Our Lady of Sighs; and what she spoke, 
translated out of the signs which (except in dreams) no man 
reads, was this: — 

**Lo! here is he whom in childhood I dedicated to my altars. 
This is he that once I made my darling. Him I led astray, him 
I beguiled; and from heaven I stole away his young heart to 
mine. Through me did he become idolatrous; and through me 
it was, by languishing desires, that he worshipped the worm, 
and prayed to the wormy grave. Holy was the grave to him; 
lovely was its darkness; saintly its corruption. Him, this young 
idolater, I have seasoned for thee, dear gentle Sister of Sighs! 
Do thou take him now to thy heart, and season him for our 
dreadful sister. And thou," — turning to the Mater Tene- 
brarum, she said, — '* wicked sister, that temptest and ha test, 
do thou take him from her. See that thy sceptre lie heavy on 
his head. Suffer not woman and her tenderness to sit near him 
in his darkness. Banish the frailties of hope; wither the relent- 
ing of love; scorch the fountains of tears; curse him as only 
thou canst curse. So shall he be accomplished in the furnace; 
so shall he see the things that ought fwt to be seen, sights that 
are abominable, and secrets that are unutterable. So shall he 
read elder truths, sad truths, grand truths, fearful truths. So 
shall he rise again before he dies. And so shall our commission 
be accomplished which from God we had, — to plague his 
heart untH we had unfolded the capacities of his spirit." 

JOAN OF ARC 

1847 

[Published in the March and August numbers of Tait^s Magazine. In 
part the essay was written as a reply to Michelet^s treatment of the sub- 
ject in his History of France. The section reprinted here is the conclusion.} 

Woman, sister, there are some things which you do not exe- 
cute as well as your brother, man; no, nor ever will. Pardon 

— not a very flattering epithet for females. But I am disposed to think that it comes near- 
est to our idea o! the sublifnef — as near as a Greek word could come. [De Quincey's note./ 
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me if I doubt whether you will ever produce a great poet from 
your choirs, or a Mozart, or a Phidias, or a Michael Angelo, or 
a great philosopher, or a great scholar. By which last is meant 
— not one who depends simply on an infinite memory, but also 
on an infinite and electrical power of combination; bringing 
together from the four winds, like the angel of the resurrec- 
tion, what else were dust from dead men's bones, into the unity 
of breathing life. If you can create yourselves into any of these 
great creators, why have you not? 

Yet, sister woman, though I cannot consent to find a 
Mozart or a Michael Avigelo in your sex, cheerfully, and with 
the love that burns in depths of admiration, I acknowledge 
that you can do one thing as well as the best of us men — a 
greater thing than even Milton is known to have done, or 
Michael Angelo: you can die grandly, and as goddesses would 
die, were goddesses mortal. If any distant worlds (which may 
be the case) are so far ahead of us Tellurians ^ in optical re- 
sources as to see distinctly through their telescopes all that we 
do on earth, what is the grandest sight to which we ever treat 
them? St. Peter's at Rome, do you fancy, on Easter Sxmday, 
or Luxor, or perhaps the Himalayas? Oh, no! my friend; sug- 
gest something better; these are baubles to them; they see in 
other worlds, in their own, far better toys of the same kind. 
These, take my word for it, are nothing. Do you give it up? The 
finest thing, then, we have to show them is a scaffold on the 
morning of execution. I assure you there is a strong muster in 
those far telescopic worlds, on any such morning, of those who 
happen to find themselves occupying the right hemisphere for 
a peep at us. How, then, if it be announced in some such 
telescopic world by those who make a livelihood of catching 
glimpses at our newspapers, whose language they have long 
since deciphered, that the poor victim in the morning's sacri- 
fice is a woman? How, if it be published in that distant world 
that the sufferer wears upon her head, in the eyes of many, the 
garlands of martyrdom? How, if it should be some Marie 
Antoinette, the widowed queen, coming forward on the scaf- 
fold, and presenting to the morning air her head, turned gray 
by sorrow, — daughter of Caesars kneeling down humbly to 

^ Inhabitants of earth. 
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kiss the guillotine, as one that worships death? How, if it were 
the noble Charlotte Corday, that in the bloom of youth, that 
with the loveliest of persons, that with homage waiting upon 
her smiles wherever she turned her face to scatter them — 
homage that followed those smiles as surely as the carols of 
birds, after showers in spring, follow the reappearing sun and 
the racing of sunbeams over the hills — yet thought all these 
things cheaper than the dust upon her sandals, in comparison 
of deliverance from hell for her dear suffering France! Ah! 
these were spectacles indeed for those sjnnpathizing people in 
distant worlds; and some, perhaps, would suffer a sort of mar- 
tyrdom themselves, because they could not testify their wrath, 
could not bear witness to the strength of love and to the fuiy 
of hatred that burned within them at such scenes, could not 
gather into golden urns some of that glorious dust which rested 
in the catacombs of earth. 

On the Wednesday after Trinity Sunday in 143 1, being then 
about nineteen years of age, the Maid of Arc underwent her 
martyrdom. She was conducted before mid-day, guarded by 
eight hundred spearmen, to a platform of prodigious height, 
constructed of wooden billets supported by occasional walls of 
lath and plaster, and traversed by hollow spaces in every direc- 
tion for the creation of air currents. The pile " struck terror," 
says M. Michelet, ''by its height"; and, as usual, the English 
purpose in this is viewed as one of pure malignity. But there 
are two ways of explaining all that. It is probable that the 
purpose was merciful. On the circumstances of the execution 
I shall not linger. Yet, to mark the almost fatal felicity of M. 
Michelet in finding out whatever may injure the English name, 
at a moment when every reader will be interested in Joanna's 
personal appearance, it is really edifying to notice the ingenuity 
by which he draws into light from a dark corner a very unjust 
account of it, and neglects, though lying upon the highroad, 
a very pleasing one. Both are from English pens. Grafton, 
a chronicler, but little read, being a stiff-necked John Bull, 
thought fit to say that no wonder Joanna should be a virgin, 
since her " foule face " was a satisfactory solution of that partic- 
ular merit. Holinshead, on the other hand, a chronicler some- 
what later, every way more important, and at one time uni- 
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versally read, has given a very pleasing testimony to the inter- 
esting character of Joanna's person and engaging manners. 
Neither of these men lived till the following century, so that 
personally this evidence is none at all. Grafton sullenly and 
carelessly believed as he wished to believe; Holinshead took 
pains to inquire, and reports undoubtedly the general impres- 
sion of France. But I cite the case as illustrating M. Michelet's 
candour. 

The circumstantial incidents of the execution, unless with 
more space than I can now command, I should be unwilling to 
relate. I should fear to injure, by imperfect report, a martyr- 
dom which to myself appears so unspeakably grand. Yet, for 
a purpose, pointing not at Joanna, but at M. Michelet — viz., 
to convince him that an Englishman is capable of thinking 
more highly of La Pticelle than even her admiring countrymen 
— I shall, in parting, allude to one or two traits in Joanna's 
demeanour on the scaffold, and to one or two in that of the 
bystanders, which authorize me in questioning an opinion of 
his upon this martyr's firmness. The reader ought to be re- 
minded that Joanna D'Arc was subjected to an unusually un- 
fair trial of opinion. Any of the elder Christian martyrs had 
not much to fear of personal rancour. The martyr was chiefly 
regarded as the enemy of Caesar; at times, also, where any 
knowledge of the Christian faith and morals existed, with the 
enmity tiiat arises spontaneously in the worldly against the 
spiritual. But the martyr, though disloyal, was not supposed 
to be therefore anti-national; and still less was indimdimlly 
hateful. What was hated (if anything) belonged to his class, not 
to himself separately. Now, Joanna, if hated at all, was hated 
personally, and in Rouen on national grounds. Hence there 
would be a certainty of calumny arising against her, such as 
would not affect martyrs in general. That being the case, it 
would follow in necessity that some people would impute to 
her a willingness to recant. No innocence could escape thai. 
Now, had she really testified this willingness on the scaffold, 
it would have argued nothing at all but the weakness of a genial 
nature shrinking from the instant approach of torment. And 
those will often pity that weakness most who, in their own per- 
sons, would yield to it least. Meantime, there never was a 



JOAN OF ARC 235 

calumny uttered that drew less support from the recorded cir- 
cxmistances. It rests upon no positive testimony, and it has a 
weight of contradicting testimony to stem. And yet, strange 
to say, M. Michelet, who at times seems to admire the Maid of 
Arc as much as I do, is the one sole writer among her friends 
who lends some countenance to this odious slander. His words 
are that, if she did not utter this word recant with her lips, she 
uttered it in her heart. ''Whether she said the word is uncer- 
tain; but I affirm that she thought it." 

Now, I affirm that she did not — not in any sense of the word 
'* thought " applicable to the case. Here is France calumniating 
La Pucelle; here is England defending her. M. Michelet can 
only mean that, on a priori principles, every woman must be 
presumed liable to such a weakness; that Joanna was a woman; 
ergo J that she was liable to such a weakness. That is, he only 
supposes her to have uttered the word by an argument which 
presimies it impossible for anybody to have done otherwise. I, 
on the contrary, throw the onus of the argument not on pre- 
sumable tendencies of nature, but on the known facts of that 
morning's execution, as recorded by multitudes. What else, 
I demand, than mere weight of metal, absolute nobility of 
deportment, broke the vast line of battle then arrayed against 
her? What else but her meek, saintly demeanour won, from 
the enemies "Jiat till now had believed her a witch, tears of 
rapturous admiration? "Ten thousand men," says M. Miche- 
let himself — *'ten thousand men wept"; and of these ten 
thousand the majority were political enemies knitted together 
by cords of superstition. What else was it but her constancy, 
united with her angelic gentleness, that drove the fanatic Eng- 
lish soldier — who had sworn to throw a fagot on her scaffold 
as his tribute of abhorrence, that did so, that fulfilled his vow 
— suddenly to turn away a penitent for life, saying everywhere 
that he had seen a dove rising upon wings to heaven from the 
ashes where she had stood? What else drove the executioner 
to kneel at every shrine for pardon to his share in the tragedy? 
And, if all this were insufficient, then I cite the closing act of 
her life as valid on her behalf, were all other testimonies against 
her. The executioner had been directed to apply his torch from 
below. He did so. The fiery smoke rose upward in billowing 
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volumes. A Dominican monk was then standing almost at 
her side. Wrapped up in his sublime office, he saw not the 
danger, but still persisted in his prayers. Even then, when the 
last enemy was racing up the fiery stairs to seize her, even at 
that moment did this noblest of girls think only for him, the 
one friend that would not forsake her, and not for herself; 
bidding him with her last breath to care for his own preserva- 
tion, but to leave her to God. That girl, whose latest breath 
ascended in this sublime expression of self-obKvion, did not 
utter the word recant either with her Hps or in her heart. No; 
she did not, though one should rise from the dead to swear it. 

Bishop of Beauvais ! thy victim died in fire upon a scaffold — 
thou upon a down bed. But, for the departing minutes of life, 
both are oftentimes alike. At the farewell crisis, when the 
gates of death are opening, and flesh is resting from its strug- 
gles, oftentimes the tortured and the torturer have the same 
truce from carnal torment; both sink together into sleep; to- 
gether both sometimes kindle into dreams. When the mortal 
mists were gathering fast upon you two, bishop and shepherd 
girl — when the pavilions of life were closing up their shadowy 
curtains about you — let us try, through the gigantic glooms, 
to decipher the flying features of your separate visions. 

The shepherd girl that had delivered France — she, from her 
dungeon, she, from her baiting at the stake, she, from her duel 
with fire, as she entered her last dream — saw Domremy, saw 
the fountain of Domr6my, saw the pomp of forests in which 
her childhood had wandered. That Easter festival which man 
had denied to her languishing heart — that resurrection of 
springtime, which the darkness of dungeons had mtercepted 
from her, hungering after the glorious liberty of forests — 
were by God given back into her hands as jewels that had been 
stolen from her by robbers. With those, perhaps (for the min- 
utes of dreams can stretch into ages), was given back to her by 
God the bliss of childhood. By special privilege for her might 
be created, in this farewell dream, a second childhood, innocent 
as the first; but not, like thaty sad with the gloom of a fearful 
mission in the rear. This mission had now been fulfilled. The 
storm was weathered ; the skirts even of that mighty storm were 
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drawing off. The blood that she was to reckon for had been 
exacted; the tears that she was to shed in secret had been paid 
to the last. The hatred to herself in all eyes had been faced 
steadily, had been suffered, had been survived. And in her 
last fight upon the scaffold she had triumphed gloriously; vic- 
toriously she had tasted the stings of death. For all, except 
this comfort from her farewell dream, she had died — died, 
amidst the tears of ten thousand enemies — died, amidst the 
drums and tnmipets of armies — died, amidst peals redoubling 
upon peals, volleys upon volleys, from the saluting clarions of 
martyrs. 

Bishop of Beauvais ! because the guilt-burdened man is in 
dreams haunted and waylaid by the most frightful of his crimes, 
and because upon that fluctuating mirror — rising (like the 
mocking mirrors of mirage in Arabian deserts) from the fens of 
death — most of all are reflected the sweet countenances which 
the man has laid in ruins; therefore I know, bishop, that you 
also, entering your final dream, saw Domremy. That foun- 
tain, of which the witnesses spoke so much, showed itself to 
your eyes in pure morning dews; but neither dews, nor the holy 
dawn, could cleanse away the bright spots of innocent blood 
upon its surface. By the fountain, bishop, you saw a woman 
seated, that hid her face. But, as you draw near, the woman 
raises her wasted features. Would Domremy know them again 
for the features of her child? Ah, but you know them, bishop, 
well! Oh, mercy! what a groan was that which the servants, 
waiting outside the bishop's dream at his bedside, heard from 
his labouring heart, as at this moment he turned away from 
the fountain and the woman, seeking rest in the forests afar 
off. Yet not so to escape the woman, whom once again he must 
behold before he dies. In the forests to which he prays for 
pity, will he find a respite? What a tumult, what a gathering 
of feet is there! In glades where only wild deer should run 
armies and nations are assembling; towering in the fluctuating 
crowd are phantoms that belong to departed hours. There is 
the great English Prince, Regent of France. There is my Lord 
of Winchester, the princely cardinal, that died and made no 
sign. There is the bishop of Beauvais, clinging to the shelter of 
thickets. What building is that which hands so rapid are 
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raising? Is it a martyr's scaffold? Will they burn the child of 
Domremy a second time? No; it is a tribunal that rises to the 
clouds; and two nations stand around it, waiting for a trial. 
Shall my Lord of Beauvais sit again upon the judgment-seat, 
and again number the hours for the innocent? Ah, no ! he is 
the prisoner at the bar. Already all is waiting: the mighty 
audience is gathered, the Court is hurrying to their seats, the 
witnesses are arrayed, the trumpets are sounding, the judge is 
taking his place. Oh, but this is sudden! My lord, have you 
no counsel? ** Counsel I have none; in heaven above, or on 
earth beneath, counsellor there is none now that would take 
a brief from me : all are silent." Is it, indeed, come to this? 
Alas! the time is short, the tumult is wondrous, the crowd 
stretches away into infinity; but yet I will search in it for some- 
body to take your brief; I know of somebody that will be 
your counsel. Who is this that cometh from Domremy? Who 
is she in bloody coronation robes from Rheims ? Who is she 
that cometh with blackened flesh from walking the furnaces 
of Rouen ? This is she, the shepherd girl, counsellor that had 
none for herself, whom I choose, bishop, for yours. She it is, 
I engage, that shall take my lord's brief. She it is, bishop, 
that would plead for you; yes, bishop, she, — when heaven 
and earth are silent. 



LITERATURE OF KNOWLEDGE AND 
LITERATURE OF POWER 

1848 

[This passage is a portion of an essay on Pope contributed by De 
Quincey to the North British Review, August, 1848. Twenty-five years 
before he had set forth the same distinction between two types of litera- 
ture, in his Letters to a Young Man.] 

What is it that we mean by literature? Popularly, and 
amongst the thoughtless, it is held to include everything that 
is printed in a book. Little logic is required to disturb that 
definition. The most thoughtless person is easily made aware 
that in the idea of literature one essential element is some rela- 
tion to a general and common interest of man, — so that what 
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applies only to a local, or professional, or merely personal in- 
terest, even though presenting itself in the shape of a book, will 
not belong to Literature. So far the definition is easily nar- 
rowed; and it is as easily expanded. For not only is much that 
takes a station in books not literature, but inversely, much that 
really is literature never reaches a station in books. The weekly 
sermons of Christendom, that vast pulpit literature which acts 
so extensively upon the popular mind — to warn, to uphold, 
to renew, to comfort, to alarm — does not attain the sanc- 
tuary of libraries in the ten-thousandth part of its extent. The 
drama again, — as, for instance, the finest part of Shake- 
speare's plays in England, and all leading Athenian plays in 
the noontide of the Attic stage, — operated as a literature on 
the public mind, and were (according to the strictest letter of 
that term) published through the audiences that witnessed 
their representation some time before they were published as 
things to be read; and they were published in this scenical 
mode of pubUcation with much more effect than they could 
have had as books during ages of costly copying or of costly 
printing. 

Books, therefore, do not suggest an idea coextensive and 
interchangeable with the idea of Uterature; since much litera- 
ture, scenic, forensic, or didactic (as from lecturers and public 
orators) , may never come into books, and much that does come 
into books may connect itself with no literary interest. But 
a far more important correction, applicable to the common 
vague idea of literature, is to be sought not so much in a better 
definition of literature as in a sharper distinction, of the two 
functions which it fulfils. In that great social organ which, col- 
lectively, we call hterature, there may be distinguished two 
separate offices, that may blend and often do so, but capable, 
severally, of a severe insulation, and naturally fitted for re- 
ciprocal repulsion. There is, first, the literature of knowledge^ 
and secondly, the literature of power. The function of the first 
is to teach; the function of the second is to move; the first is 
a rudder, the second an oar or a sail. The first speaks to the 
mere discursive understanding; the second speaks ultimately, 
it may happen, to the higher understanding or reason, but al- 
ways through affections of pleasure and sympathy. Remotely, 
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it may travel towards an object seated in what Lord Bacon 
calls '* dry light"; but proximately it does and must operate — 
else it ceases to be a literature of power — on and through that 
humid light which clothes itself in the mists and glittering iris 
of human passions, desires, and genial emotions. Men have 
so little reflected on the higher functions of literature as to find 
it a paradox if one should describe it as a mean or subordinate 
purpose of books to give information. But this is a paradox 
only in the sense which makes it honourable to be paradoxical. 
Whenever we talk in ordinary language of seeking information 
or gaining knowledge, we understand the words as connected 
with something of absolute novelty. But it is the grandeur of 
all truth which can occupy a very high place in himian inter- 
ests that it is never absolutely novel to the meanest of minds; 
it exists eternally by way of germ or latent principle in the 
lowest as in the highest, needing to be developed, but never to 
be planted. To be capable of transplantation is the inmiediate 
criterion of a truth that ranges on a lower scale. Besides 
which, there is a rarer thing than truth, — namely pawefy or 
deep sympathy with truth. What is the effect, for instance, 
upon society of children? By the pity, by the tenderness, and 
by the peculiar modes of admiration which connect themselves 
with the helplessness, with the innocence, and with the sim- 
pUcity of children, not only are the primal affections strength- 
ened and continually renewed, but the qualities which are 
dearest in the sight of heaven — the frailty, for instance, which 
appeals to forbearance, the innocence which symbolizes the 
heavenly, and the simplicity which is most alien from the 
worldly -— are kept up in perpetual remembrance, and their 
ideals are continually refreshed. A purpose of the same na- 
ture is answered by the higher literature, viz. the literature of 
power. What do you learn from Paradise Lost ? Nothing at 
all. What do you learn from a cookery-book ? Something new, 
something that you did not know before, in every paragraph. 
But would you therefore put the wretched cookery-book on a 
higher level of estimation than the divine poem ? What you owe 
to Milton is not any knowledge , of which a million separate items 
are still but a million of advancing steps on the same earthly 
level; what you owe is power, — that "is, exercise and expansion 
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to your own latent capacity of sympathy with the infinite, 
where every pulse and each separate influx is a step upwards, 
a step ascending as upon a Jacob's ladder from earth to mys- 
terious altitudes above the earth. All the steps of knowledge, 
from first to last, carry you further on the same plane, but 
could never raise you one foot above your ancient level of 
earth; whereas the very first step in power is a flight — is an 
ascending movement into another element where earth is for- 
gotten. 

Were it not that human sensibilities are ventilated and con- 
tinually called out into exercise by the great phenomena of in- 
fancy, or of real life as it moves through chance and change, or 
of literature as it recombines these elements in the mimicries 
of poetry, romance, etc., it is certain that, like any animal 
power or muscular energy falling into disuse, all such sensibili- 
ties would gradually droop and dwindle. It is in relation to 
these great moral capacities of man that the literature of power, 
as contradistinguished from that of knowledge, lives and has 
its field of action. It is concerned with what is highest in man; 
for the Scriptures themselves never condescended to deal by 
suggestion or cooperation with the mere discursive understand- 
ing: when speaking of man in his intellectual capacity, the 
Scriptures speak not of the understanding, but of "the under- 
standing heart,'* — making the heart, i.e., the great intuitive 
(or non-discursive) organ, to be the interchangeable formula 
for man in his highest state of capacity for the infinite. Tragedy, 
romance, fairy tale, or epopee, all alike restore to man's mind 
the ideals of justice, of hope, of truth, of mercy, of retribution, 
which else (left to the support of daily life in its realities) would 
languish for want of sufficient illustration. 

What is meant, for instance, by poetic justice ? It does not 
mean a justice that differs by its object from the ordinary jus- 
tice of human jurisprudence, for then it must be confessedly 
a very bad kind of justice; but it means a justice that differs 
from common forensic justice by the degree in which it attains 
its object, — a justice that is more omnipotent over its own 
ends, as dealing, not with the refractory elements of earthly 
Ufe, but with the elements of its own creation, and with ma- 
terials flexible to its own purest preconceptions. It is certain 
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that, were it not for the literature of power, these ideals would 
often remain amongst us as mere arid notional forms; whereas, 
by the creative forces of man put forth in literature, they gain 
a vernal life of restoration, and germinate into vital activities. 
The commonest novel, by moving in alliance with human fears 
and hopes, with human instincts of wrong and right, sustains 
and quickens those affections. Calling them into action, it 
rescues them from torpor. And hence the preeminency over all 
authors that merely teachy of the meanest that moveSj or that 
teaches, if at all, indirectly by moving. The very highest work 
that has ever existed in the literature of knowledge is but a 
provisional work, — a book upon trial and sufferance, and 
quamdiu bene se gessertl} Let its teaching be even partially 
revised, let it be but expanded, — nay, even let its teaching 
be but placed in a better order, — and instantly it is super- 
seded. Whereas the feeblest works in the literature of power, 
surviving at all, survive as finished and unalterable amongst 
men. For instance, the Principia of Sir Isaac Newton was a 
book militant on earth from the first. In all stages of its prog- 
ress it would have to fight for its existence: first, as regards 
absolute truth; secondly, when that combat was over, as re- 
gards its form or mode of presenting the truth. And as soon as 
a Laplace, or anybody else, builds higher upon the founda- 
tions laid by this book, effectually he throws it out of the sun- 
shine into decay and darkness; by weapons won from this book 
he superannuates and destroys this book, so that soon the 
name of Newton remains as a mere nominis umbra,^ but his 
book, as a living power, has transmigrated into other forms. 
Now, on the contrary, the Iliads the Prometheus of iEschylus, 
the Othello or King Lear, the Hamlet or Macbeth^ and the Para- 
dise Lost, are not militant, but triumphant for ever, as long as 
the languages exist in which they speak or can be taught to 
speak. They never can transmigrate into new incarnations. 
To reproduce these in new forms, or variations, even if in some 
things they should be improved, would be to plagiarize. A 
good steam-engine is properly superseded by a better. But one 
lovely pastoral valley is not superseded by another, nor a statue 
of Praxiteles by a statue of Michael Angelo. These things are 

^ "As long as it behaves itself." ' Shadow of a name. 
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separated not by imparity, but by disparity. They are not 
thought of as unequal under the same standard, but as dif- 
ferent in kind, and, if otherwise equal, as equal under a dif- 
ferent standard. Human works of immortal beauty and works 
of nature in one respect stand on the same footing: they never 
absolutely repeat each other, never approach so near as not to 
differ, and they differ not as better and worse, or simply by 
more and less, — they differ by undecipherable and incom- 
municable differences, that cannot be caught by mimicries, 
that cannot be reflected in the mirror of copies, that cannot 
become ponderable in the scales of vulgar comparison. ... At 
this hour, five hundred years since their creation, the tales of 
Chaucer, never equaled on this earth for their tenderness and 
for life of picturesqueness, are read familiarly by many in the 
charming language of their natal day, and by others in the 
modernizations of Dryden, of Pope, and Wordsworth. At this 
hour, one thousand eight hundred years since their creation, 
the pagan tales of Ovid, never equalled on this earth for the 
gaiety of their movement and the capricious graces of their 
narrative, are read by all Christendom. This man's people and 
their monuments are dust, but he is alive; he has survived 
them, as he told us that he had it in his commission to do, by a 
thousand years, "and shall a thousand more." 

All the literature of knowledge builds only groxmd-nests, that 
are swept away by floods, or confounded by the plough; but 
the literature of power builds nests in aerial altitudes of temples 
sacred from violation, or of forests inaccessible to fraud. This 
is a great prerogative of the power literature, and it is a greater 
which lies in the mode of its influence. The knowledge litera- 
ture, like the fashion of this world, passeth away. An ency- 
clopaedia is its abstract; and, in this respect, it may be taken for 
its speaking symbol, — that before one generation has passed 
an encyclopaedia is superannuated; for it speaks through the 
dead memory and unimpassioned understanding, which have 
not the repose of higher faculties, but are continually enlarging 
and varying their phylacteries. But all literature properly so 
called — literature Kar i^oxv^^ — for the very reason that it is 
so much more durable than the literature of knowledge, is (and 

* Par excellence. 
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r [Mv brother] had resented, with a shower of stones, an 

(ffot^t offered to us by an individual boy, belonging to a cot- 

^ factory; for more than two years afterwards this became 
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I Most dreadful cause. 
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^ ^ . . ^ ^ot know how it should have risen to the distinc- 
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^ Factory of the nations. 
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could we deny our boots ? whilst our antagonists, if not ab- 
solutely sansculottes,^ were slovenly and forlorn in their dress, 
often unwashed, with hair totally neglected, and always 
covered with flakes of cotton. Jacobins they were not, as re- 
garded any sympathy with the Jacobinism that then desolated 
France; for, on the contrary, they detested everything French, 
and answered with brotherly signals to the cry of "Church 
and King,'' or "King and Constitution." But, for all that, as 
they were perfectly independent, getting very high wages, and 
these wages in a mode of industry that was then taking vast 
strides ahead, they contrived to reconcile this patriotic anti- 
Jacobinism with a personal Jacobinism of that sort which is 
native to the heart of man, who is by natural impulse (and not 
without a root of nobility, though also of base envy) impatient 
of inequality, and submits to it only through a sense of its 
necessity, or under a long experience of its benefits. 

It was on an early day of our new tirocinium j^ or perhaps 
on the very first, that, as we passed the bridge, a boy happen- 
ing to issue from the factory sang out to us, derisively, "Hol- 
loa, Bucks!" In this the reader may fail to perceive any 
atrocious insult commensurate to the long war which followed. 
But the reader is wrong. The word "dandies,*^ which was 
what the villain meant, had not then been bom, so that he 
could not have called us by that name, unless through the spirit 
of prophecy. Buck was the nearest word at hand in his Man- 
chester vocabulary; he gave all he could, and let us dream the 
rest. But in the next moment he discovered our boots, and he 
consummated his crime by saluting us as "Boots! boots!" My 
brother made a dead stop, surveyed him with intense disdain, 
and bade him draw near, that he might "give his flesh to the 
fowls of the air." The boy declined to accept this liberal invita- 
tion, and conveyed his answer by a most contemptuous and 
plebeian gesture, upon which my brother drove him in with a 
shower of stones. 

During this inaugural flourish of hostilities, I, for my part, 
remained inactive, and therefore apparently neutral. But this 

^ Men without breeches, — a term applied to the members of some of the Parisiaii 
mobs in the Revolution. 
* First military service. 
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was the last time that I did so: for the moment, indeed, I was 
taken by surprise. To be called a buck by one that had it in 
his choice to have called me a coward, a thief, or a murderer, 
struck me as a most pardonable offence; and as to boots ^ that 
rested upon a flagrant fact that could not be denied; so that at 
first I was green enough to regard the boy as very considerate 
and indulgent. But my brother soon rectified my views; or, if 
any doubts remained, he impressed me, at least, with a sense 
of my paramount duty to himself, which was threefold. First, 
it seems that I owed military allegiance to hitn, as my com- 
mander-in-chief, whenever we "took the field"; secondly, by 
the law of nations, I, being a cadet ^ of my house, owed suit 
and service to him who was its head; and he assured me, that 
twice in a year, on my birth-day and on his, he had a right, 
strictly speaking, to make me lie down, and to set his foot 
upon my neck; lastly, by a law not so rigorous, but valid 
amongst gentlemen — viz., "by the comity of nations" — it 
seems I owed eternal deference to one so much older than my- 
self, so much wiser, stronger, braver, more beautiful, and more 
swift of foot. Something like all this in tendency I had already 
believed, though I had not so minutely investigated the modes 
and grounds of my duty. By temperament, and through na- 
tural dedication to despondency, I felt resting upon me always 
too deep and gloomy a sense of obscure duties attached to life, 
that I never should be able to fulfil; a burden which I could not 
carry, and which yet I did not know how to throw off. Glad, 
therefore, I was to find the whole tremendous weight of obliga- 
tions — the law and the prophets — all crowded into this one 
pocket conunand, "Thou shalt obey thy brother as God's 
vicar upon earth." For now, if by any future stone levelled 
at him who had called me a "buck," I should chance to draw 
blood — perhaps I might not have committed so serious a tres- 
pass on any rights which he could plead: but if I had (for on 
this subject my convictions were still cloudy), at any rate the 
duty I might have violated in regard to this general brother, in 
right of Adam, was cancelled when it came into collision with 
my paramount duty to this Uege brother of my own individual 
house. 

^ Younger brother. 
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From this day, therefore, I obeyed all my brother's military 
commands with the utmost docility ; and happy it made me that 
every sort of doubt, or question, or opening for demur, was 
swallowed up in the imity of this one papal principle, dis- 
covered by my brother — viz., that all rights and duties of 
casuistry were transferred from me to himself. His was the 
judgment — his was the responsibility; and to me belonged 
only the sublime obligation of imconditional faith in kim. That 
faitii I realized. It is true that he taxed me at times, in his 
reports of particular fights, with "horrible cowardice," and 
even with a " cowardice that seemed inexplicable, except on the 
supposition of treachery." But this was only a faqon de parler 
with him : the idea of secret perfidy, that was constantly mov- 
ing under-ground, gave an interest to the progress of the war, 
which else tended to the monotonous. It was a dramatic arti- 
fice for sustaining the interest, where the incidents might hap- 
pen to be too slightly diversified. But that he did not believe 
his own charges was clear, because he never repeated them in 
his " General History of the Campaigns," which was a risume, 
or recapitulating digest, of his daily reports. 

We fought every day; and, generally speaking, twice every 
day; and the result was pretty uniform — viz., that my brother 
and I terminated the battle by insbting upon our undoubted 
right to run away. Magna Charta, I should fancy, secures that 
great right to every man; else, surely, it is sadly defective. But 
out of this catastrophe to most of our skirmishes, and to all our 
pitched battles except one, grew a standing schism between my 
brother and myself. My unlimited obedience had respect to 
action, but not to opinion. Loyalty to my brother did not rest 
upcm hypocrisy; because I was faithful, it did not follow that I 
must be false in relation to his capricious opinions. And these 
opinions sometimes took the shape of acts. Twice, at the least, 
in every week, but sometimes every night, my brother insisted 
on singing "Te Deum " for supposed victories he had won; and 
he insisted also on my bearing a part in these "Te Deums." 
Now, as I knew of no such victories, but resolutely asserted 
the truth — viz., that we ran away — a slight jar was thus 
given to the else triumphal effect of these musical ovations. 
Once having uttered my protest, however, willingly I gave my 
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aid to the chanting; for I loved unspeakably the grand and va- 
ried system of chanting in the Romish and English Churches. 
And, looking back at this day to the ineffable benefits which I 
derived from the church of my childhood, I account among 
the very greatest those which reached me through the various 
chants connected with the ''O, Jubilate," the *' Magnificat,'* 
the "Te Deum,'' the "Benedicite," etc. Through these chants 
it was that the sorrow which laid waste my infancy, and the de- 
votion which nature had made a necessity of my being, were 
profoundly interfused: the sorrow gave reality and depth to 
the devotion; the devotion gave grandeur and idealization to 
the sorrow. Neither was my love for chanting altogether with- 
out knowledge. A son of my reverend guardian, much older 
than myself, who possessed a singular faculty of producing a 
sort of organ accompaniment with one half of his mouth, 
whilst he sang with the other half, had given me some instruc- 
tions in the art of chanting: and, as to my brother, he, the 
hundred-handed Briareus, could do all things; of course, there- 
lore, he could chant. 

Once having begun, it followed naturally that the war should 
deepen in bitterness. Wounds that wrote memorials in the 
flesh, insults that rankled in the heart — these were not fea- 
tures of the case likely to be forgotten by our enemies, and far 
less by my fiery brother. I, for my part, entered not into any 
of the passions that war may be supposed to kindle, except only 
the chronic passion of anxiety. Fear it was not; for experience 
had taught me that, under the random firing of our undis- 
ciplined enemies, the chances were not many of being wounded. 
But the uncertainties of the war; the doubts in every separate 
action whether I could keep up the requisite connection witk 
my brother; and, in case I could not, the utter darkness that 
surrounded my fate; whether, as a trophy won from Israel, I 
should be dedicated to the service of some Manchester Dagon, 
or pass through fire to Moloch; all these contingencies, for me 
that had no friend to consult, ran too violently into the master- 
current of my constitutional despondency, ever to give way 
under any casual elation of success. Success, however, we 
really had at times; in slight skirmishes pretty often; and once, 
at least, as the reader will find to his mortification, if he is 
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wicked enough to take the side of the Philistines, a most smash- 
ing victory in a pitched battle. But even then, and whilst the 
hurrahs were yet ascending from our jubilating lips, the freez- 
ing remembrance came back to my heart of that deadly de- 
pression which, duly at the coming round of the morning and 
evening watches, travelled with me like my shadow on our 
approach to the memorable bridge. . . . 

Both my brother and myself, for the sake of varying our 
intellectual amusements, occupied ourselves at times in gov- 
erning imaginary kingdoms. I do not mention this as anything 
unusual; it is a common resource of mental activity and of 
aspiring energies amongst boys. Hartley Coleridge, for exam- 
ple, had a kingdom which he governed for many years; whether 
well or ill, is more than I can say. Kindly, I am sure, he would 
govern it; but, unless a machine had been invented for enabling 
him to write without effort (as was really done for our Fourth 
George during the pressure of illness), I fear that the public 
service must have languished deplorably for want of the royal 
signature. In sailing past his own dominions, what dolorous 
outcries would have saluted him from the shore — "Holloa, 
royal sir! here's the deuce to pay: a perfect lock there is, as 
tight as locked jaw, upon the course of our public business; 
throats there are to be cut, from the product of ten jail-de- 
liveries, and nobody dares to cut them, for want of the proper 
warrant; archbishoprics there are to be filled, and, because 
they are not filled, the whole nation is running helter-skelter 
into heresy; — and all in consequence of your majesty's sacred 
laziness." Our governments were less remissly administered; 
since each of us, by continued reports of improvements and gra- 
cious concessions to the folly or the weakness of our subjects, 
stimulated the zeal of his rival. And here, at least, there seemed 
to be no reason why I should come into collision with my 
brother. At any rate, I took pains not to do so. But all was 
in vain. My destiny was, to live in one eternal element of 
feud. 

My own kingdom was an island called Gombroon. But in 
what parallel of north or south latitude it lay, I concealed for a 
time as rigorously as ancient Rome through every century 
concealed her real name. The object in this provisional con- 
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cealment was, to regulate the position of my own territory by 
that of my brother's; for I was determined to place a monstrous 
world of waters between us, as the only chance (and a very poor 
one it proved) for compelling my brother to keep the peace. 
At length, for some reason unknown to me, and much to my 
astonishment, he located his capital city in the high latitude 
of 65 deg. north. That fact being once published and settled, 
instantly I smacked my little kingdom of Gombroon down into 
the tropics, 10 deg., I think, south of the line. Now, at least, I 
was on the right side of the hedge, or so I flattered myself; for 
it struck me that my brother never would degrade himself 
by fitting out a costly nautical expedition against poor little 
Gombroon; and how else could he get at me? Surely the very 
fiend himself, if he happened to be in a high arctic latitude, 
would not indulge his malice so far as to follow its trail into the 
Tropic of Capricorn. And what was to be got by such a freak? 
There was no Golden Fleece in Gombroon. If the fiend or my 
brother fancied that, for once they were in the wrong box; and 
there was no variety of vegetable produce, for I never denied 
that the poor little island was only 270 miles in circuit. Think, 
then, of sailing through 75 deg. of latitude only to crack such a 
miserable little filbert as that. But my brother stunned me by 
explaining that, although his capital lay in lat. 65 deg. N., not 
the less his dominions swept southwards through a matter of 
80 or 90 deg.; and, as to tJie Tropic of Capricorn, much of it 
was his own private property. I was aghast at hearing that. 
It seemed that vast horns and promontories ran down from 
all parts of his dominions towards any country whatsoever, 
in either hemisphere — empire, or republic; monarchy, poly- 
archy, or anarchy — that he might have reasons for assault- 
ing. 

Here in one moment vanished all that I had relied on for pro- 
tection: distance I had relied on, and suddenly I was found in 
dose neighbourhood to my most formidable enemy. Poverty I 
had relied on, and that was not denied; he granted the poverty, 
but it was dependent on the barbarism of the Gombroonians. 
It seems that in the central forests of Gombroonia there were 
diamond mines, which my people, from their low condition of 
civilization, did not value, nor had any means of working. 
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Farewell, therefore, on my side, to all hopes of enduring peace, 
for here was established, in legal phrase, a lien for ever upon my 
island, and not upon its margin, but its very centre, in favour 
of any invaders better able than the natives to make its treas- 
ures available. For, of old, it was an article in my brother's 
code of morals — that, supposing a contest between any two 
parties, of which one possessed an article, whilst the other was 
better able to use it, the rightful property vested in the latter. 
As if you met a man with a musket, then you might justly 
challenge him to a trial in the art of making gunpowder; which 
if you could make, and he could not^ in that case the musket 
was dejure yours. For what shadow of a right had the fellow 
to a noble instrument which he could not "maintain" in a 
serviceable condition, and "feed" with its daily rations of 
powder and shot? Still, it may be fancied that, since all the 
relations between us as independent sovereigns (whether of war, 
or peace, or treaty) rested upon our own representations and 
ofl&cial reports, it was surely within my competence to deny or 
qualify, as much as within his to assert. But, in reality, the law 
of the contest between us, as suggested by some instinct of 
propriety in my own mind, would not allow me to proceed in 
such a method. What he said was like a move at chess or 
draughts, which it was childish to dispute. The move being 
made, my business was — to face it, to parry it, to evade it, 
and, if I could, to overthrow it. I proceeded as a lawyer who 
moves as long as he can, not by blank denial of facts (or cotn- 
ifig to an issue), but by demurring {i.e., admitting the allega- 
tions of fact, but otherwise interpreting their construction). 
It was the understood necessity of the case, that I must pas- 
sively accept my brother's statements so far as regarded their 
verbal expression; and, if I would extricate my poor islanders 
from their troubles, it must be by some distinction or eva- 
sion lying within this expression, or not blankly contradicting 
it. 

"How, and to what extent," my brother asked, "did I raise 
taxes upon my subjects ? " My first impulse was to say that I 
did not tax them at all, for I had a perfect horror of doing so; 
but prudence would not allow of my saying that ; because it 
was too probable he would demand to know how, in that case, 
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I maintained a standing army; and if I once allowed it to be 
supposed that I had none, there was an end for ever to the in- 
dependence of my people. Poor things ! they would have been 
invaded and dragooned in a month. I took some da}rs, there- 
fore, to consider that point, but at last replied that my people, 
being maritime, supported themselves mainly by a herring 
fishery, from which I deducted a part of the produce, and after- 
wards sold it for manure to neighbouring nations. This last 
hint I borrowed from the conversation of a stranger who hap- 
pened to dine one day at Greenhay, and mentioned that in 
Devonshire, or at least on the western coast of that country, 
near Ilfracombe, upon any excessive take of herrings, beyond 
what the markets could absorb, the surplus was applied to the 
land as a valuable dressing. It might be inferred from this 
account, however, that the arts must be in a languishing state, 
amongst a people that did not imderstand the process of salting 
fish; and my brother observed derisively, much to my grief, 
that a wretched ichthyophagous people must make shocking 
soldiers, weak as water, and liable to be knocked over like nine- 
pins; whereas in his army not a man ever ate herrings, pilchards, 
mackerels, or, in fact, condescended to anything worse than 
sirloins of beef. 

At every step I had to contend for the honour and inde- 
pendence of my islanders; so that early I came to understand 
the weight of Shakespeare's sentiment — 

Uneasy lies the head that wears a oownl 

Oh, reader, do not laugh ! I lived for ever under the terror of 
two separate wars in two separate worlds: one against the 
factory boys, in a real world of flesh and blood, of stones and 
brickbats, of ffight and pursuit, that were anything but figu- 
rative; the other in a world purely aerial, where all the combats 
and the sufferings were absolute moonshine. And yet the sim- 
ple truth is — that, for anxiety and distress of mind, the reality 
(which almost every morning's light brought round) was as 
nothing in comparison of that dream-kingdom which rose like 
a vapour from my own brain, and which apparently by the 
fi(U of my will could be for ever dissolved. Ah! but no; I had 
contracted obligations to Gombroon; I had submitted my con* 
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science to a yoke; and in secret truth my will had no such auto- 
cratic power. Long contemplation of a shadow, earnest study 
for the welfare of that shadow, sympathy with the woimded 
sensibilities of that shadow under accmnulated wrongs, these 
bitter experiences, nursed by brooding thought, had graxiually 
frozen that shadow into a rigour of reaUty far denser than the 
material realities of brass or granite. Who builds the most 
durable dwellings? asks the labourer in Hamlet ; and the an- 
swer is, The gravedigger. He builds for corruption; and yet 
his tenements are incorruptible: "the houses which he makes 
last to doomsday." Who is it that seeks for concealment? Let 
him hide himself in the imsearchable chambers of light — of 
Ught which at noonday, more eflfectually than any gloom, con- 
ceals the very brightest stars, rather than in labyrinths of 
darkness the thickest. What criminal is that who wishes to 
abscond from public justice? Let him hurry into the frantic 
publicities of London, and by no means into the quiet privacies 
of the country. So, and upon the analogy of these cases, we 
may understand that, to make a strife overwhelming by a 
thousandfold to the feelings, it must not deal with gross ma^ 
terial interests, but with such as rise into the world of dreams, 
and act upon the nerves through spiritual, and not through 
fleshly, torments. Mine, in the present case, rose suddenly, 
like a rocket, into their meridian altitude, by means of a hint 

furnished to my brother from a Scottish advocate's reveries 

Chance directed the eye of my brother^ one day, upon that 
part of the work in which Lord M.* unfolds his hypothesis that 
originally the hmnan race had been a variety of the ape. On 
which hypothesis, by the way. Dr. Adam Clarke's substitution 
of ape for serpent^ in translating the word nachash (the brute 
tempter of Eve), would have fallen to the ground, since this 
would simply have been the case of one human being tempting 
another. It followed inevitably, according to Lord M., how- 
ever painful it might be to human dignity, that, in this their 
early stage of brutality, men must have had tails. My brother 
mused upon this reverie, and, in a few days, published an ex- 
tract from some scoimdreFs travels in Gombroon, according to 
which the Gombroonians had not yet emerged from this early 

^ Monboddo Qames Burnett), author of Tke Oriim and Progress of Lamgumgfi. 
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condition of apedom. They, it seems, were still homines 
caudaU. ^ Overwhelming to me and stunning was the ignominy 
of this horrible discovery. Lord M. had not overiooked the 
natural question, In what way did men get rid of their tails? 
To speak the truth, they never Tvotdd have got rid of them had 
they continued to run wild; but growing civilization intro- 
duced arts, and the arts introduced sedentary habits. By these 
it was, by the mere necessity of continually sitting down, that 
men gradually wore off their tails! Well, and what should 
hinder the Grombroonians from sitting down? Their tailors and 
shoemakers would and could, I hope, sit down, as well as those 
of Tigrosylvania. Why not? Ay, but my brother had in- 
sisted already that they had no tailors, that they had no shoe- 
makers; which then I did not care much about, as it merely put 
back the clock of our history — throwing us into an earlier, and 
therefore, perhaps, into a more warlike stage of society. But, 
as the case stood now, this want of tailors, &c., showed clearly 
that the process of sitting down, so essential to the ennobling of 
the race, had not commenced. My brother, with an air of con- 
solation, suggested that I might even now, without an hour's 
delay, compel the whole nation to sit down for six hours a day, 
which would always "make a beginning." But the truth would 
remain as before — viz., that I was the king of a people that 
had tails; and the slow, slow process by which, in a course of 
many centuries, their posterity might rub them off, a hope of 
vintages never to be enjoyed by any generations that are yet 
heaving in sight — that was to me the worst form of despair. 

Still there was one resource: if I "did n't like it" — mean- 
ing the state of things in Gombroon — I might "abdicate." 
Yes, I knew that, I might abdicate; and, once having cut the 
connection between myself and the poor abject islanders, I 
might seem to have no further interest in the degradation that 
affected them. After such a disruption between us, what was it 
to me if they had even three tails apiece? Ah, that was fine 
talking; but this connection with my poor subjects had grown 
up so slowly and so genially, in the midst of struggles so con- 
stant against the encroachments of my brother and his rascally 
people; we had suffered so much together; and the filaments 

* Tailed men. 
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connecting them with my heart were so aerially fine and fan- 
tastic, but for that reason so inseverable, that I abated nothing 
of my anxiety on their account; making this difference only in 
my legislation and administrative cares, that I pursued them 
more in a spirit ol de^xmdaicy, and retreated more shyly 
from ciHnmunicating them. . . . 
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MILTON AND THE PURITANS 

1825 

[This is a portion of the essay on Milton, the first of Macaulay's many 
contributions to the Edinburgh Review, It was published in the August 
number, and at once made his reputation as reviewer and essayist. Jeffrey, 
the editor, said, "The more I think, the less I can conceive where you 
picked up that style!'' The immediate occasion of the essay was the pub- 
lication of a translation of Milton's Latin treatise On Christian Doctrine^ 
which had been discovered only in 1823. Macaulay declared his intention 
to make the discovery the occasion of a general accoxmt of Milton, as the 
Capuchin monks " never choose to preach on the life and miracles of a 
saint, till they have awakened the devotional feelings of their auditors by 
exhibiting some relic of him."] 

. . . We would speak first of the Puritans, the most reniark- 
able body of men, perhaps, which the world has ever produced. 
The odious and ridiculous parts of their character lie on the 
surface. He that runs may read them; nor have there been 
wanting attentive and maUcious observers to point them out. 
For many years after the Restoration, they were the theme of 
immeasured invective and derision. They were exposed to the 
utmost licentiousness of the press and of the stage, at the time 
when the press and the stage were most licentious. They were 
not men of letters; they were, as a body, unpopular; they 
could not defend themselves, and the public would not take 
them imder its protection. They were therefore abandoned, 
without reserve, to the tender mercies of the satirists and 
dramatists. The ostentatious simplicity of their dress, their 
sour aspect, their nasal twang, their stiff posture, their long 
graces, their Hebrew names, the Scriptural phrases which they 
introduced on every occasion, their contempt of human learn- 
ing, their detestation of polite amusements, were indeed fair 
game for the laughers. But it is not from the laughers alone 
that the philosophy of history is to be learnt. And he who ap- 



2S8 THOMAS BABINGTON MACAULAY 

preaches this subject should carefully guard against the influ- 
ence of that potent ridicule which has already misled so many 
excellent writers. 

Ecco il fonte del riso, ed ecco il no 
Che mortali perigli in se contiene: 
Hor qui tener a fren nostro desio, 
£d esser cauti molto a noi conviene. ^ 

Those who roused the people to resistance, who directed 
their measures through a long series of eventful years, who 
formed out of the most unpromising materials the finest army 
that Europe had ever seen, who trampled down king, church, 
and aristocracy, who, in the short intervals of domestic sedition, 
made the name of England terrible to every nation on the face 
of the earth, were no vulgar fanatics. Most of their ab- 
surdities were mere external badges, like the signs of free- 
masonry or the dresses of friars. We regret that these badges 
were not more attractive. We regret that a body to whose 
courage and talents mankind has owed inestimable obligations 
had not the lofty elegance which distinguished some of the 
adherents of Charles the First, or the easy good-breeding for 
which the court of Charles the Second was celebrated. But, 
if we must make our choice, we shall, like Bassanio in the play, 
turn from the specious caskets which contain only the death's 
head and the fool's head, and fix on the plain leaden chest 
which conceals the treasure. 

The Puritans were men whose minds had derived a peculiar 
character from the daily contemplation of superior beings and 
eternal interests. Not content with acknowledging, in general 
terms, an overruling Providence, they habitually ascribed every 
event to the will of the Great Being, for whose power nothing 
was too vast, for whose inspection nothing was too minute. 
To know him, to serve him, to enjoy him, was with them the 
great end of existence. They rejected with contempt the cere- 
monious homage which other sects substituted for the pure 
worship of the soul. Instead of catching occasional glimpses of 
the Deity through an obscuring veil, they aspired to gaze full 



^ ''This is the fount of laughter, this the stream which contains mortal peril: here it is 
fitting that we should hold our desire in check and be exceeding cautious.' 
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on his intolerable brightness, and to conmnine with him face 
to face. Hence originated their contempt for terrestrial distinc- 
tions. The difference between the greatest and the meanest of 
mankind seemed to vanish, when compared with the boimdless 
interval which separated the whole race from him on whom their 
own eyes were constantly fixed. They recognized no title to 
superiority but his favour; and, confident of that favour, they 
despised all the accomplishments and all the dignities of the 
world. If they were unacquainted with the works of philoso- 
phers and poets, they were deeply read in the oracles of God. 
If their names were not found in the registers of heralds, they 
were recorded in the Book of Life. If their steps were not 
accompanied by a splendid train of menials, legions of minister- 
ing angels had charge over them. Their palaces were houses 
not made with hands; their diadems crowns of glory which 
should never fade away. On the rich and the eloquent, on 
nobles and priests, they looked down with contempt; for they 
esteemed themselves rich in a more precious treasure, and elo- 
quent in a more sublime language, nobles by the right of an 
earlier creation, and priests by the imposition of a mightier 
hand. The very meanest of them was a being to whose fate a 
mysterious and terrible importance belonged, on whose slight- 
est action the spirits of light and darkness looked with anxious 
interest, who had been destined, before heaven and earth were 
created, to enjoy a felicity which should continue when heaven 
and earth should have passed away. Events which short- 
sighted politicians ascribed to earthly causes had been ordained 
on his account. For his sake empires had risen, and flourished, 
and decayed. For his sake the Ahnighty had proclaimed his 
will by the pen of the Evangelist and the harp of the prophet. 
He had been wrested by no common deliverer from the grasp 
of no common foe. He had been ransomed by the sweat of no 
vulgar agony, by the blood of no earthly sacrifice. It was for 
him that the sun had been darkened, that the rocks had been 
rent, that the dead had risen, that all nature had shuddered at 
the sufferings of her expiring God. 

Thus the Puritan was made up of two different men, the one 
all self-abasement, penitence, gratitude, passion, the other 
proud, calm, inflexible, sagacious. He prostrated himself in the 
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dust before his Maker, but he set his foot on the neck of his 
king. In his devotional retirement he prayed with convulsions 
and groans and tears. He was half-maddened by glorious or 
terrible illusions. He heard the lyres of angels or the tempting 
whispers of fiends. He caught a gleam of the Beatific Vision, 
or woke screaming from dreams of everiasting fire. Like Vane, 
he thought himself intrusted with the sceptre of the millennial 
year. Like Fleetwood, he cried in the bitterness of his soul that 
God had hid his face from liim. But when he took his seat in 
the council, or girt on his sword for war, these tempestuous 
workings of the soul had left no perceptible trace behind them. 
People who saw nothing of the godly but their uncouth visages, 
and heard nothing from them but their groans and their whin- 
ing hymns, might laugh at them. But those had little reason 
to laugh who encountered them in the hall of debate or in the 
field of battle. These fanatics brought to civil and military 
affairs a coolness of judgment and an immutability of purpose 
which some writers have thought inconsistent with their reli- 
gious zeal, but which were in fact the necessary effects of it. 
The intensity of their feelings on one subject made them tran- 
quil on every other. One overpowering sentiment had sub- 
jected to itself pity and hatred, ambition and fear. Death had 
lost its terrors and pleasure its charms. They had their smiles 
and their tears, their raptures and their sorrows, but not for 
the things of this world. Enthusiasm had made them Stoics, 
had cleared their minds from every vulgar passion and preju- 
dice, and raised them above the influence of danger and of 
corruption. It sometimes might lead them to pursue unwise 
ends, but never to choose unwise means. They went through 
the world, like Sir ArtegaUs iron man Talus with his flail,^ 
crushing and trampling down oppressors, mingling with human 
bemgs but having neither part nor lot in human infirmities, in- 
sensible to fatigue, to pleasure, and to pain, not to be pierced by 
any weapon, not to be withstood by any barrier. 

Such we believe to have been the character of the Puritans. 
We perceive the absurdity of their manners. We dislike the 
sullen gloom of their domestic habits. We acknowledge that 
the tone of their minds was often injured by straining after 

^ In The Faery Queene. 
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tMngs too high for mortal reach; and we know that, in spite of 
their hatred of Popery, they too often fell into the worst vices of 
that bad system, intolerance and extravagant austerity, — that 
they had their anchorites and their crusades, their Dunstans 
and their De Monforts, their Dominies and their Escobars.^ 
Yet, when all circumstances are taken into consideration, we 
do not hesitate to pronounce them a brave, a wise, an honest, 
and an useful body. 

The Puritans espoused the cause of civil liberty mainly be- 
cause it was the cause of reUgion. There was another party, by 
no means numerous, but distinguished by learning and ability, 
which acted with them on very different principles. We speak 
of those whom Cromwell was accustomed to call the Heathens, 
men who were, in the phraseology of that time, doubting 
Thomases or careless Gallios with regard to religious subjects, 
but passionate worshippers of freedom. Heated by the study of 
andent literature, they set up their country as their idol, and 
proposed to themselves the heroes of Plutarch as their ex- 
amples. They seem to have borne some resemblance to the 
Brissotines of the French Revolution. But it is not very easy 
to draw the line of distinction between them and their devout 
associates, whose tone and manner they sometimes found it 
convenient to affect, and sometimes, it is probable, impercepti- 
bly adopted. 

We now come to the Royalists. We shall attempt to speak of 
them, as we have spoken of their antagonists, with perfect 
candour. We shall not charge upon a whole party the profligacy 
and baseness of the horse-boys, gamblers, and bravoes, whom 
the hope of licence and plunder attracted from all the dens of 
Whitef riars to the standard of Charles, and who disgraced their 
associates by excesses which, \mder the stricter discipline of the 
Parliamentary armies, were never tolerated. We will select a 
more favourable specimen. Thinking as we do that the cause of 
the King was the cause of bigotry and tyranny, we yet cannot 
refrain from looking with complacency on the character of the 
honest old cavaliers. We feel a national pride in comparing 
them with the instruments which the despots of other coun- 

^ Powerful (and, in Macaulay's view, more or less unscniputous) represenUtives of 
the Catholic Church in the state. 
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tries are compelled to employ, — with the mutes who throng 
their antechambers, and the janissaries ^ who mount guard at 
their gates. Our royalist countrymen were not heartless, 
dangling courtiers, bowing at every step and simpering at every 
word. They were not mere machines for destruction, dressed 
up in uniforms, caned into skill, intoxicated into valour, de- 
fending without love, destroying without hatred. There was a 
freedom in their subserviency, a nobleness in their very degra- 
dation. The sentiment of individual independence was strong 
witiiin them. They were indeed misled, but by no base or 
selfish motive. Compassion and romantic honour, the preju- 
dices of childhood, and the venerable names of history, tiirew 
over them a spell potent as that of Duessa; and, like the Red- 
Cross Knight, tiiey thought that they were doing battle for an 
injured beauty, while they defended a false and loathsome 
sorceress.^ In truth they scarcely entered at all into the merits 
of the political question. It was not for a treacherous king or 
an intolerant church that they fought, but for the old banner 
which had waved in so many battles over the heads of tiieir 
fathers, and for tiie altars at which they had received the hands 
of their brides. Though nothing could be more erroneous than 
their political opinions, they possessed, in a far greater degree 
than their adversaries, those qualities which are tiie grace of 
private life. With many of the vices of the Roimd Table, they 
had also many of its virtues, — courtesy, generosity, veracity, 
tenderness, and respect for women. They had far more both 
of profound and of polite learning than the Puritans. Their 
manners were more engaging, their tempers more amiable, 
their tastes more elegant, and their households more cheerful. 
Milton did not strictly belong to any of the classes which we 
have described. He was not a Puritan. He was not a free- 
thinker. He was not a Royalist. In his character the noblest 
qualities of every party were combined in harmonious union. 
From the Parliament and from the Court, from the conventicle 
and from the Gothic cloister, from the gloomy and sepulchral 
circles of the Roimdheads and from the Christmas revel of the 
hospitable Cavalier, his nature selected and drew to itself what- 
ever was great and good, while it rejected all the base and per- 

* Troops of the Sultan. * In The Faery Queene, 
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nldous ingredients by which those finer elements were defiled. 
Like the Puritans, he lived 

As ever in his great Taskmaster's eye. 

Like them, he kept his mind continually fixed on an Almighty 
Judge and an eternal reward. And hence he acquired their 
contempt of external circumstances, their fortitude, their tran- 
quillity, their inflexible resolution. But not the coolest skeptic 
or the most profane scoffer was more perfectly free from the 
contagion of their frantic delusions, their savage manners, their 
ludicrous jargon, their scorn of science, and their aversion to 
pleasure. Hating tyranny with a perfect hatred, he had never- 
theless all the estimable and ornamental qualities which were 
almost entirely monopolized by the party of the tyrant. There 
was none who had a stronger sense of the value of literature, a 
finer relish for every elegant amusement, or a more chivalrous 
delicacy of honour and love. Though his opinions were demo- 
cratic, his tastes and his associations were such as harmonize 
best with monarchy and aristocracy. He was under the influ- 
ence of all the feelings by which the gallant Cavaliers were 
misled. But of those feelings he was the master and not the 
slave. Like the hero of Homer, ^ he enjoyed all the pleasures of 
fascination, but he was not f^cdnated. He listened to the song 
of the Sirens, yet he glided by without being seduced to their 
fatal shore. He tasted the cup of Circe, but he bore about him 
a sure antidote against the effects of its bewitching sweetness. 
The illusions which captivated his imagination never impaired 
his reasoning powers. The statesman was proof against the 
splendour, the solemnity, and the romance which enchanted 
tie poet. Any person who will contrast the sentiments ex- 
pressed in his treatises on Prelacy with the exquisite lines on 
ecclesiastical architecture and music in the Penseroso, which 
was published about the same time, will understand our mean- 
ing. This is an inconsistency which, more than anything else, 
raises his character in our estimation, because it shows how 
many private tastes and feelings he sacrificed, in order to do 
what he considered his duty to mankind. It is the very strug- 
gle of the noble Othello. His heart relents, but his hand is 

* Ulysses. 
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firm. He does nought in hate, but all in honour. He kisses the 
beautiful deceiver before he destroys her. 

That from which the public character of Milton derives its 
great and peculiar splendour, still remains to be mentioned. 
If he exerted himself to overthrow a forsworn king and a per- 
secuting hierarchy, he exerted himself in conjunction with 
others. But the glory of the battle which he fought for the 
species of freedom which is the most valuable, and which was 
then the least understood, the freedom of the himian mind, is 
all his own. Thousands and tens of thousands among his con- 
temporaries raised their voices against ship-money and the 
Star Chamber.^ But there were few indeed who discerned the 
more fearful evils of moral and intellectual slavery, and the 
benefits which would result from the liberty of the press and 
the imfettered exercise of private judgment. These were the 
objects which Milton justly conceived to be the most important. 
He was desirous that the people should think for themselves 
as well as tax themselves, and should be emancipated from the 
dominion of prejudice as well as -from that of Charles. He 
knew that those who, with the best intentions, overlooked 
these schemes of reform, and contented themselves with pulling 
down the King and imprisoning the malignants, acted Uke the 
heedless brothers in his own poem,^ who, in their eagerness to 
disperse the train of the sorcerer, neglected the means of liberat- 
ing the captive. They thought only of conquering when they 
should have thought of disenchanting. 

Oh, ye mistook! Ye should have snatched his wand 
And boiind him fast. Without the rod reversed, 
And backward mutters of dissevering power, 
We cannot free the lady that sits here 
Bound in strong fetters fixed and motionless. 

To reverse the rod, to spell the charm backward, to break the 
ties which bound a stupefied people to the seat of enchantment, 
was the noble aim of Milton. To this all his public conduct 
was directed. For this he joined the Presbyterians; for this he 
forsook them. He fought their perilous battle, but he turned 
away with disdain from their insolent triumph. He saw that 

^ Ship-money was a tax levied by the King against certain communities. In 1637 
pajrment of it was resisted in the court of the Star Chamber. 
* Comus 
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they, like those whom they had vanquished, were hostile to the 
liberty of thought. He therefore joined the Independents, and 
called upon Cromwell to break the secular chain and to save 
free conscience from the paw of the Presbyterian wolf. With a 
view to the same great object, he attacked the licencing system,^ 
in that sublime treatise which every statesman should wear as a 
sign upon his hand and as frontlets between his eyes. His 
attacks were, in general, directed less against particular abuses 
than against those deeply-seated errors on which almost all 
abuses are founded, — the servile worship of eminent men and 
the irrational dread of innovation. 

That he might shake the foundations of these debasing senti- 
ments more effectually, he always selected for himself the bold- 
est literary services. He never came up in the rear when the 
outworks had been carried and the breach entered. He pressed 
into the forlorn hope. At the beginning of the changes, he 
wrote with incomparable energy and eloquence against the 
bishops. But, when his opinion seemed likely to prevail, he 
passed on to other subjects, and abandoned prelacy to the 
crowd of writers who now hastened to insult a falling party. 
There is no more hazardous enterprise than that of bearing the 
torch of truth into those dark and infected recesses in which no 
light has ever shone. But it was the choice and the pleasure of 
Milton to penetrate the noisome vapours, and to brave the 
terrible explosion. Those who most disapprove of his opinions 
must respect the hardihood with which he maintained them. 
He, in general, left to others the credit of expounding and de- 
fending the popular parts of his religious and political creed. 
He took his own stand upon those which the great body of his 
countrymen reprobated as criminal or derided as paradoxical. 
He stood up for divorce and regicide. He attacked the prevail- 
ing systems of education. His radiant and beneficent career 
resembled that of the god of light and fertility. 

Nitor in adversum; nee me, qui caetera, vincit 
Impetus, et rapido contrarius evehor orbi.* 

* That is, the system by which the freedom of printing was limited; opposed by Milton 
in the AreopagUica. 

* Phoebus Apollo speaks: "I struggle against the adverse movement, nor does the 
force which overcomes everything else avail against me, as I am borne out against the 
revolving sphere." (Ovid, Metamorphoses, Bk. 2.) 
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It is to be regretted that the prose writings of Milton should 
in our time be so little read. As compositions, they deserve the 
attention of every man who wishes to become acquainted with 
the full power of the English language. They aboimd with 
passages compared with which the hnest declamations of 
Burke sink into insignificance. They are a perfect field of 
cloth-of-gold. The style is stiff with gorgeous embroidery . Not 
even in the earlier books of the Paradise Lost has the great poet 
ever risen higher than in those parts of his controversial works 
in which his feelings, excited by conflict, find a vent in bursts 
of devotional and lyric rapture. It is, to borrow his own ma- 
jestic language, " a sevenfold chorus of hallelujahs and harping 
symphonies." We had intended to look more closely at these 
performances, to analyze the peculiarities of the diction, to 
dwell at some length on the sublime wisdom of the Areopagitica 
and the nervous rhetoric of the Iconoclast, and to point out 
some of those magnificent passages which occur in the Treatise 
of Reformation and the Animadversions on the Remonstrant. 
But the length to which our remarks have already extended 
renders this impossible. 

We must conclude. And yet we can scarcely tear ourselves 
away from the subject. The days immediately following the 
publication of this reUc of Milton appear to be peculiarly set 
apart and consecrated to his memory. And we shall scarcely 
be censured if, on this his festival, we be found lingering near 
his shrine, how worthless soever may be the offering which we 
bring to it. While this book Ues on our table, we seem to be 
contemporaries of the writer. We are transported a himdred 
and fifty years back. We can almost fancy that we are visiting 
him in his small lodging; that we see him sitting at the old 
organ beneath the faded green hangings, — that we can catch 
the quick twinkle of his eyes, rolling in vain to find the day, — 
that we are reading in the lines of his noble countenance the 
proud and mournful history of his glory and his affliction. We 
image to ourselves the breathless silence in which we should 
listen to his slightest word, the passionate veneration with 
which we should kneel to kiss his hand and weep upon it, the 
earnestness with which we should endeavour to console him — 
if indeed such a spirit should need consolation — for the neglect 
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of an age unworthy of his talents and his virtues, the eagerness 
with which we should contest with his daughters, or with his 
Quaker friend Elwood, the privilege of reading Homer to him, 
or of taking down the immortal accents which flowed from his 
lips. 

These are perhaps foolish feelings. Yet we cannot be 
ashamed of them, nor shall we be sorry if what we have written 
shall in any degree excite them in other minds. We are not 
much in the habit of idolizing either the living or the dead; and 
we think that there is no more certain indication of a weak and 
ill-regulated intellect than that propensity which, for want of 
a better name, we will venture to christen Boswellism. But 
there are a few characters which have stood the closest scrutiny 
and the severest tests, which have been tried in the furnace and 
have proved pure, which have been weighed in the balance and 
have not been found wanting, which have been declared ster- 
ling by the general consent of mankind, and which are visibly 
stamped with the image and superscription of the Most High. 
These great men we trust that we know how to prize; and of 
these was Milton. The sight of his books, the sound of his 
name, are pleasant to us. His thoughts resemble those celestial 
fruits and flowers which the Virgin Martyr of Massinger sent 
down from the gardens of Paradise to the earth, and which 
were distinguished from the productions of other soils not only 
by superior bloom and sweetness but by miraculous eflicacy to 
invigorate and to heal. They are powerful, not only to delight, 
but to elevate and purify. Nor do we envy the man who can 
study either the life or the writings of the great poet and pa- 
triot, without aspiring to emulate, not indeed the sublime 
works with which his genius has enriched our literature, but the 
zeal with which he laboured for the public good, the fortitude 
with which he endured every private calamity, the lofty disdain 
with which he looked down on temptations and dangers, the 
deadly hatred which he bore to bigots and tyrants, and the 
faith which he so sternly kept with his coimtry and with his 
fame. 
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fflSTORY 

1828 

[This is the concluding portion of an essay published in the Edinburgh 
RevieWy May number. Its special significance is in its forecast of the 
principles to be exemplified in Macaulay's History of England, twenty 
years later.] 

. . . While our historians are practicing all ^the arts of con- 
troversy, they miserably neglect the art of narration, — the 
art of interesting the affections and presenting pictures to the 
imagination. That a writer may produce these effects without 
violating truth is sufficiently proved by many excellent bio- 
graphical works. The immense popularity wMch well-written 
books of this kind have acquired deserves the serious consider- 
ation of historians. Voltaire's Charles the Twelfth^ Marmontel's 
Memoirs, Boswell's Life of Johnson, Southey's account of 
Nelson, are perused with delight by the most frivolous and 
indolent. Whenever any tolerable book of the same description 
makes its appearance, the circulating libraries are mobbed, the 
book societies are in commotion, the new novel lies uncut, the 
magazines and newspapers fill their colunms with extracts. In 
the mean time histories of great empires, written by men of 
eminent ability, lie unread on the shelves of ostentatious 
libraries. 

The writers of history seem to entertain an aristocratical 
contempt for the writers of memoirs. They think it beneath 
the dignity of men who describe the revolutions of nations to 
dwell on the details which constitute the charm of biography. 
They have imposed on themselves a code of conventional 
decencies as absurd as that which has been the bane of the 
French drama. The most characteristic and interesting cir- 
cimastances are omitted or softened down, because — as we 
are told — they are too trivial for the majesty of history. The 
majesty of history seems to resemble the majesty of the poor 
King of Spain who died a martyr to ceremony because the 
proper dignitaries were not at hand to render him assistance. 

That history would be more amusing if this etiquette were 
relaxed will, we suppose, be acknowledged. But would it be 
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less dignified or less useful? What do we mean when we say 
that one past event is important and another insignificant? 
No past event has any intrinsic importance. The knowledge 
of it is valuable only as it leads us to form calculations with 
respect to the future. A history which does not serve this pur- 
pose, though it may be filled with battles, treaties, and commo- 
tions, is as useless as the series of turnpike tickets collected by 
Sir Matthew Mite.^ 

Let us suppose that Lord Clarendon, instead of filling hun- 
dreds of folio pages with copies of state papers, in which the 
same assertions and contradictions are repeated till the reader 
is overpowered with weariness, had condescended to be the 
Boswell of the Long Parliament. Let us suppose that he had 
exhibited to us the wise and lofty self-government of Hampden, 
leading while he seemed to foUow, and propoimding unanswer- 
able arguments in the strongest forms with the modest air of 
an inquirer anxious for information; the delusions which mis- 
led the noble spirit of Vane; the coarse fanaticism which con- 
cealed the yet loftier genius of Cromwell, destined to control 
a mutinous army and a factious people, to abase the flag of 
Holland, to arrest the victorious arms of Sweden, and to hold 
the balance firm between the rival monarchies of France and 
Spain. Let us suppose that he had made his Cavaliers and 
Roundheads talk in their own style; that he had reported some 
of the ribaldry of Rupert's pages, and some of the cant of Harri- 
son and Fleetwood. Would not his work in that case have been 
more interesting? Would it not have been more accurate? 

A history in which every particular incident may be true 
may on the whole be false. The circumstances which have 
most influence on the happiness of mankind, the changes of 
manners and morals, the transition of communities from pov- 
erty to wealth, from knowledge to ignorance, from ferocity to 
humanity — these are, for the most part, noiseless revolutions. 
Their progress is rarely indicated by what historians are 
pleased to call important events. They are not achieved by 
armies, or enacted by senates. They are sanctioned by no 
treaties and recorded in no archives. They are carried on in 
every school, in every church, behind ten thousand coimters, 

^ In a comedy by Foote. 
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at ten thousand firesides. The upper current of society pre- 
sents no certain criterion by which we can judge of the direc- 
tion in which the under current flows. We read of defeats and 
victories. But we know that nations may be miserable amidst 
victories and prosperous amidst defeats. We read of the fall 
of wise ministers and of the rise of profligate favourites. But 
we must remember how small a proportion the good or evil 
effected by a single statesman can bear to the good or evil of a 
great social system. 

Bishop Watson compares a geologist to a gnat mounted on 
an elephant, and laying down theories as to the whole internal 
structure of the vast animal, from the phenomena of the hide. 
The comparison is unjust to the geologists; but it is very appli- 
cable to those historians who write as if the body politic were 
homogeneous, who look only on the surface of affairs, and never 
think of the mighty and various organization which lies deep 
below. 

In the works of such writers as these, England, at the close of 
the Seven Years' War, is in the highest state of prosperity; at 
the close of the American War she is in a miserable and de- 
graded condition; as if the people were not on the whole as rich, 
as well governed, and as well educated at the latter period as at 
the former. We have read books called Histories of England 
under the Reign of George the Second, in which the rise of 
Methodism is not even mentioned. A himdred years hence 
this breed of authors will, we hope, be extinct. If it shoxild still 
exist, the late ministerial interregnum ^ will be described in 
terms which will seem to imply that all government was at an 
end, that the social contract was annulled, and that the hand 
of every man was against his neighbour, until the wisdom and 
virtue of the new cabinet educed order out of the chaos of 
anarchy. We are quite certain that misconceptions as gross 
prevail at this moment respecting many important parts of 
our annals. 

The effect of historical reading is analogous, in many re- 
spects, to that produced by foreign travel. The student, like 
the tourist, is transported into a new state of society. He sees 
new fashions. He hears new modes of expression. His mind 

^ Between the ministries of Canning and Wellington. 
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is enlarged by contemplating the wide diversities of laws, of 
morals, and of manners. But men may travel far, and return 
with minds as contracted as if they had never stirred from their 
own market-town. In the same manner men may know the 
dates of many battles and the genealogies of many royal houses, 
and yet be no wiser. Most people look at past times as princes 
look at foreign countries. More than one illustrious stranger 
has landed on our island amidst the shouts of a mob, has dined 
with the King, has hunted with the Master of the Stag-hoimds, 
has seen the Guards reviewed, and a Knight of the Garter in- 
stalled, has cantered along Regent Street, has visited St. Paul's 
and noted down its dimensions; and has then departed, think- 
ing that he has seen England. He has, in fact, seen a few public 
buildings, public men, and public ceremonies. But of the vast 
and complex system of society, of the fine shades of national 
character, of the practical operation of government and laws, he 
knows nothing. He who would imderstand these things rightly 
must not confine his observations to palaces and solemn days. 
He must see ordinary men as they appear in their ordinary 
business and in their ordinary pleasures. He must mingle in 
the crowds of the exchange and the coffee-house. He must ob- 
tain admittance to the convivial table and the domestic hearth. 
He must bear with vulgar expressions. He must not shrink 
from exploring even the retreats of misery. He who wishes to 
understand the condition of mankind in former ages must pro- 
ceed on the same principle. If he attends only to public trans- 
actions, to wars, congresses, and debates, his studies will be 
as unprofitable as the travels of those imperial, royal, and 
serene sovereigns who form their judgment of our island from 
having gone in state to a few fine sights, and from having held 
formal conferences with a few great officers. 

The perfect historian is he in whose work the character and 
spirit of an age is exhibited in miniature. He relates no fact, he 
attributes no expression to his characters, which is not authen- 
ticated by sufficient testimony. But, by judicious selection, 
rejection, and arrangement, he gives to truth those attractions 
which have been usurped by fiction. In his narrative a due 
subordination is observed: some transactions are prominent, 
others retire. But the scale on which he represents them is in- 
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creased or diminished, not according to the dignity of the per- 
sons concerned in them, but according to the degree in which 
they elucidate the condition of society and the nature of man. 
He shows us the court, the camp, and the senate; but he shows 
us also the nation. He considers no anecdote, no peculiarity of 
manner, no familiar saying, as too insignificant for his notice, 
which is not too insignificant to illustrate the operation of laws, 
of religion, of education, and to mark the progress of the htmian 
mind. Men will not merely be described, but will be made in- 
timately known to us. The changes of manners will be indi- 
cated, not merely by a few general phrases or a few extracts 
from statistical documents, but by appropriate images pre- 
sented in every line. 

If a man such as we are supposing should write the history of 
England, he would assuredly not omit the battles, the sieges, the 
negotiations, the seditions, the ministerial changes. But with 
these he would intersperse the details which are the charm of 
historical romances. At Lincoln Cathedral there is a beautiful 
painted window, which was made by an apprentice out of the 
pieces of glass which had been rejected by his master. It is so 
far superior to every other in the church, that, according to 
the tradition, the vanquished artist killed himself from morti- 
fication. Sir Walter Scott, in the same manner, has used those 
fragments of truth which historians have scornfully thrown 
behind them, in a manner which may well excite their envy. 
He has constructed out of their gleanings works which, even 
considered as histories, are scarcely less valuable than theirs. 
But a truly great historian would reclaim those materials which 
the novelist has appropriated. The history of the government 
and the history of the people would be exhibited in that mode 
in which alone they can be exhibited justly, — in inseparable 
conjunction and intermixture. We should not then have to 
look for the wars and votes of the Puritans in Clarendon, and 
for their phraseology in Old Mortality; for one half of King 
James in Hume, and for the other half in The Fortunes of Nigel. 

The early part of our imaginary history would be rich with 
colouring from romance, ballad, and chronicle. We should 
find ourselves in the company of knights such as those of 
Froissart, and of pilgrims such as those who rode with Chaucer 
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from the Tabard. Sodety would be shown from the highest to 
the lowest, — from the royal cloth of state to the den of the 
outlaw; from the throne of the legate to the chimney-corner 
where the begging friar regaled himself. Palmers, minstrels, 
crusaders, — the stately monastery, with the good cheer in its 
refectory and the high mass in its chapel, — the manor-house, 
with its hunting and hawking, — the tournament, with the 
heralds and ladies, the trumpets and the cloth of gold, — • would 
give truth and life to the representation. We should perceive, 
in a thousand slight touches, the importance of the privileged 
burgher, and the fierce and haughty spirit which swelled imder 
the collar of the degraded villain. The Revival of Letters would 
not merely be described in a few magnificent periods. We should 
discern, in innumerable particulars, the fermentation of mind, 
the eager appetite for knowledge, which distinguished the six- 
teenth from the fifteenth century. In the Reformation we 
should see, not merely a schism which changed the ecclesiastical 
constitution of England and the mutual relations of the Euro- 
pean powers, but a moral war which raged in every family, 
which set the father against the son, and the son against the 
father, the mother against the daughter, and the daughter 
against the mother. Henry would be painted with the skill of 
Tacitus* We should have the change of his character from his 
profuse and joyous youth to his savage and imp>erious old age. 
We should perceive the gradual progress of selfish and tyran- 
nical passions in a mind not naturally insensible or imgenerous, 
and to the last we should detect some remains of that op>en and 
noble temper which endeared him to a people whom he op- 
pressed, struggling with the hardness of despotism and the 
irritability of disease. We should see Elizabeth in all her weak- 
ness and in all her strength, surrounded by the handsome fa- 
vourites whom she never trusted, and the wise old statesmen 
whom she never dismissed, uniting in herself the most contra- 
dictory qualities of both her parents, — the coquetry, the ca- 
price, the petty malice of Anne, — the haughty and resolute 
spirit of Henry. We have no hesitation in saying that a great 
artist might produce a portrait of this remarkable woman at 
least as striking as that in the novel of KenUworth, without 
employing a single trait not authenticated by ample testimony. 
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In the mean time, we should see arts cultivated, wealth accu- 
mulated, the conveniences of life improved. We should see the 
keeps, where nobles, insecure themselves, spread insecurity 
around them, gradually giving place to the halls of peaceful 
opulence, to the oriels of Longleat and the stately pinnacles of 
Burleigh. We should see towns extended, deserts cultivated, 
the hamlets of fishermen turned into wealthy havens, the meal 
of the peasant improved, and his hut more commodiously fur- 
nished. We should see those opinions and feelings which pro- 
duced the great struggle against the house of Stuart slowly 
growing up in the bosom of private families, before they mani- 
fested themselves in parliamentary debates. Then would 
come the Civil War. Those skirmishes on which Clarendon 
dwells so minutely would be told, as Thucydides would have 
told them, with perspicuous conciseness. They are merely 
connecting links. But the great characteristics of the age, the 
loyal enthusiasm of the brave English gentry, the fierce licen- 
tiousness of the swearing, dicing, drunken reprobates, whose 
excesses disgrace the royal cause, — the austerity of the Pres- 
byterian Sabbaths in the city, the extravagance of the Inde- 
pendent preachers in the camp, the precise garb, the severe 
countenance, the petty scruples, the affected accent, the absxurd 
names and phrases which marked the Puritans, — the valour, 
the policy, the public spirit, which lurked beneath these un- 
graceful disguises, — the dreams of the raving Fifth Monarchy 
men; the dreams, scarcely less wild, of the philosophic repub- 
lican, — all these would enter into the representation, and 
render it at once more exact and more striking. 

The instruction derived from history thus written would be 
of a vivid and practical character. It would be received by the 
imagination as well as by the reason. It would be not merely 
traced on the mind, but branded into it. Many truths, too, 
would be learned, which can be learned in no other manner. 
As the history of states is generally written, the greatest and 
most momentous revolutions seem to come upon them like 
supernatural inflictions, without warning or cause. But the 
fact is, that such revolutions are almost always the conse- 
quences of moral changes, which have gradually passed on 
the mass of the community, and which ordinarily proceed far 
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before their progress is indicated by any public measure. An 
intimate knowledge of the domestic history of nations is there- 
fore absolutely necessary to the prognosis of political events. 
A narrative defective in this respect is as useless as a medical 
treatise which should pass by all the symptoms attendant on 
the early stage of a disease, and mention only what occurs when 
the patient is beyond the reach of remedies. 

A historian such as we have been attempting to describe 
would indeed be an intellectual prodigy. In his mind powers 
scarcely compatible with each other must be tempered into an 
exquisite harmony. We shall sooner see another Shakespeare 
or another Homer. The highest excellence to which any single 
faculty can be brought would be less surprising than such a 
happy and delicate combination of qualities. Yet the contem- 
plation of imaginary models is not an unpleasant or useless 
emplojrment of the mind. It cannot, indeed, produce perfec- 
tion; but it produces improvement, and nourishes that gener- 
ous and liberal fastidiousness which is not inconsistent with th(. 
strongest sensibility to merit, and which, while it exalts our 
conceptions of the art, does not render us unjust to the artist. 
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183 1 

[The title is not Macaulay's; the selection is from his review of Moore's 
Life of Byron, published in the Edinburgh Review for June. It is one of the 
most significant statements of the "romantic" reaction against the lit- 
erary standards of the i8th century.] 

. . . Wherein especially does the poetry of our times differ 
from that of the last century? Ninety-nine persons out of a 
hundred would answer that the poetry of the last century was 
correct, but cold and mechanical, and that the poetry of our 
time, though wild and irregular, presented far more vivid im- 
ages and excited the passions far more strongly than that of 
Pamell, of Addison, or of Pope. In the same manner we con- 
stantly hear it said that the poets of the age of Elizabeth had 
far more genius, but far less correctness, than those of the age 
of Anne. It seems to be taken for granted that there is some 
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incompatibility, some antithesis, between correctness and 
creative power. We rather suspect that this notion arises 
merely from an abuse of words, and that it has been the parent 
of many of the fallacies which perplex the science of criticism. 

What is meant by correctness in poetry? If by correctness 
be meant the conforming to rules which have their foimdation 
in truth and in the principles of human nature, then correctness 
is only another name for excellence. If by correctness be meant 
the conforming to rules purely arbitrary, correctness may be 
another name for dulness and absurdity. 

A writer who describes visible objects falsely, and violates 
the propriety of character, a writer who makes the mountains 
"nod their drowsy heads" at night, or a dying man take leave 
of the world with a rant like that of Maximin,^ may be said, in 
the high and just sense of the phrase, to write incorrectly. He 
violates the first great law of his art. His imitation is altogether 
unlike the thing imitated. The four poets who are most emi- 
nently free from incorrectness of this description are Homer, 
Dante, Shakespeare, and Milton. They are therefore, in one 
sense, and that the best sense, the most correct of poets. 

When it is said that Virgil, though he had less genius than 
Homer, was a more correct writer, what sense is attached to 
the word correctness? Is it meant that the story of the JEneid 
is developed more skilfully than that of the Odyssey? that the 
Roman describes the face of the external world, or the emo- 
tions of the mind, more accurately than the Greek? that the 
characters of Achates and Mnestheus are more nicely discrim- 
inated, and more consistently supported, than those of Achilles, 
of Nestor, and of Ulysses? The fact incontestably is that, for 
every violation of the fundamental laws of poetry which can be 
found in Homer, it would be easy to find twenty in Virgil. 

Troilus and Cressida is perhaps of all the plays of Shakes- 
speare that which is commonly considered as the most incor- 
rect. Yet it seems to us infinitely more correct, in the sound 
sense of the term, than what are called the most correct plays 
of the most correct dramatists. Compare it^ for example, with 
the Iphigenie of Racine. We are sure that the Greeks of Shake- 
speare bear a far greater resemblance than the Greeks ^f Ra- 

^ In Diyden's Tyrannic Love, 
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cine to the real Greeks who besieged Troy; and for this reason, 
that the Greeks of Shakespeare are human beings, and the 
Greeks of Racine mere names, mere words printed in capitals 
at the head of paragraphs of declamation. Racine, it is true, 
would have shuddered at the thought of making a warrior at 
the siege of Troy quote Aristotle. But of what use is it to avoid 
a single anachronism, when the whole play is one anachronism, 
the sentiments and phrases of Versailles in the camp of AuUs? 

In the sense in which we are now using the word correctness, 
we think that Sir Walter Scott, Mr. Wordsworth, Mr. Cole- 
ridge, are far more correct poets than those who are commonly 
extolled as the models of correctness, — Pope, for example, 
and Addison. The single description of a naoonlight night in 
Pope's Iliad contains more inaccuracies than can be found in 
Ml the Excursion. There is not a single scene in Cato ^ in which 
all that conduces to poetical illusion, all the propriety of char- 
acter, of language, of situation, is not more grossly violated 
than in any part of The Lay of the Last Minstrel. No man can 
possibly think that the Romans of Addison resemble the real 
Romans so closely as the moss-troopers of Scott resemble the 
real moss-troopers. Wat Tinlinn and William of Deloraine are 
not, it is true, persons of so much dignity as Cato. But the 
dignity of the persons represented has as little to do with the 
correctness of poetry as with the correctness of painting. We 
prefer a gypsy by Reynolds to His Majesty's head on a sign- 
post, and a Borderer by Scott to a senator by Addison. 

In what sense, then, is the word correctness used by those 
who say, with the author of The Pursuits of Literature,^ that 
Pope was the most correct of English poets, and that next to 
Pope came the late Mr. GiflFord? What is the nature and value 
of that correctness the praise of which is denied to Macbeth, to 
Lear, and to OtheUo, and given to Hoole's translations and to 
all the Seatonian prize-poems? We can discover no eternal 
rule, no rule foimded in reason and in the nature of things, 
which Shakespeare does not observe much more strictly than 
Pope. But if by correctness be meant the conforming to a 
narrow legislation which, while lenient to the mala in se, multi- 

* By Addison (1713). 

* A Uteraxy satire by t. J. Mathias (1794). 
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plies without the shadow of a reason the mala prokibitay^ — if 
by correctness be meant a strict attention to certain ceremoni- 
ous observances, which are no more essential to poetry than 
etiquette to good government, or than the washings of a Phar- 
isee to devotion, — then, assuredly. Pope may be a more 
correct poet than Shakespeare; and, if the code were a little 
altered, CoUey Cibber might be a more correct poet than 
Pope. But it may well be doubted whether this kind of cor- 
rectness be a merit, nay, whether it be not an absolute fault 

It would be amusing to make a digest of the irrational lawa 
which bad critics have framed for the government of poets. 
First in celebrity and in absurdity stand the dramatic unities 
of place and time. No himian being has ever been able to find 
anything that could, even by courtesy, be called an argument 
for these unities, except that they have been deduced from the 
general practice of the Greeks. It requires no very profound 
examination to discover that the Greek dramas, often admir- 
able as compositions, are, as exhibitions of human character 
and himian life, far inferior to the English plays of the age of 
Elizabeth. Every scholar knows that the dramatic part of the 
Athenian tragedies was at first subordinate to the lyrical part 
It would, therefore, have been little less than a miracle if the 
laws of the Athenian stage had been foimd to suit plajrs in 
which there was no chorus. All the greatest masterpieces of the 
dramatic art have been composed in direct violation of the 
imities, and could never have been composed if the amities had 
not been violated. It is clear, for example, that such a char- 
acter as that of Hamlet could never have been developed 
within the limits to which Alfieri confined himself. Yet such 
was the reverence of literary men during the last century for 
the unities, that Johnson, who, much to his honour, took the 
opposite side, was, as he says, "frightened at his own temer- 
ity," and "afraid to stand against the authorities which might 
be produced against him." 

There are other rules of the same kind without end. " Shake- 
speare," says Rymer,^ "ought not to have made Othello black; 

^ Mala in se are actions essentially criminal; mala prokibila are actions made criminal 
only by law. 
> In i4 Short View t(f Tragedyt 1692. 
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for the hero of a tragedy ought always to be white." " Milton," 
says another critic, "ought not to have taken Adam for his 
hero; for the hero of an epic poem ought always to be victori- 
ous." " Milton," says another, " ought not to have put so many 
similes into his first book; for the first book of an epic poem 
ought always to be the most unadorned. There are no similes 
in the first book of the Iliads " Milton," says another, "ought 
not to have placed in an epic poem such lines as these: 

While thus I called, and strayed I knew not whither." 

And why not? The critic is ready with a reason — a lady's rea- 
son. "Such lines," says he, "are not, it must be allowed, un- 
pleasing to the ear; but the redundant syllable ought to be 
confined to the drama, and not admitted into epic poetry." 
As to the redundant syllable in heroic rhyme on serious sub- 
jects, it has been, from the time of Pope downward, pro- 
scribed by the general consent of all the correct school. No 
magazine would have admitted so incorrect a couplet as that 
of Drayton: 

As when we lived untouched with these disgraces, 
When as our kingdom was our dear embraces. 

Another law of heroic rhyme which, fifty years ago, was con- 
sidered as fimdamental, was that there should be a pause, a 
comma at least, at the end of every couplet. It was also pro- 
vided that there should never be a full stop except at the end 
of a line. Well do we remember to have heard a most correct 
judge of poetry revile Mr. Rogers for the incorrectness of that 
most sweet and graceful passage, — 

Such grief was ours — it seems but yesterday — 
When in thy prime, wishing so much to stay, 
T was thine, Maria, thine without a sigh 
At midnight in a sister's arms to die. 
Oh thou wert lovely; lovely was thy frame, 
And pure thy spirit as from heaven it came; 
And when recalled to join the blest above 
Thou diedst a victim to exceeding love. 
Nursing the young to health. In happier hours, 
When idle Fancy wove luxuriant flowers, 
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Once in thy mirth thou badst me write on thee; 
And now I write what thou shalt never see.^ 



Sir Roger Newdigate is fairly entitled, we think, to be ranked 
among the great critics of this school. He made a law that 
none of the poems written for the prize which he established at 
Oxford should exceed fifty lines. This law seems to us to have 
at least as much foimdation in.reason as any of those which we 
have mentioned, — nay, much more, for the world, we believe, 
is pretty well agreed in thinking that the shorter a prize poem 
is, the better. We do not see why we should not make a few 
more rules of the same kind; why we should not enact that the 
nxmiber of scenes in every act shall be three or some multiple 
of three, that the number of lines in every scene shall be an 
exact square, that the dramatis persancB shall never be more or 
fewer than sixteen, and that, in heroic rhymes, every thirty- 
sixth line shall have twelve syllables. If we were to lay down 
these canons, and to call Pope, Goldsmith, and Addison incor- 
rect writers for not having complied with our whims, we should 
act precisely as those critics act who find incorrectness in the 
magnificent imagery and the varied music of Coleridge and 
Shelley. 

The correctness which the last century prized so much 
resembles the correctness of those pictures of the garden of 
Eden which we see in old Bibles. We have an exact square, 
enclosed by the rivers Pison, Gihon, Hiddekel, and Euphrates, 
each with a convenient bridge in the centre, rectangular beds 
of flowers, a long canal, neatly bricked and railed in; the tree of 
knowledge, clipped like one of the limes behind the Tuileries, 
standing in the centre of the grand alley, the snake twined 
roimd it, the man on the right hand, the woman on the left, 
and the beasts drawn up in an exact circle roimd them. In one 
sense the picture is correct enough. That is to say, the squares 
are correct, the circles are correct; the man and the woman are 
in a most correct line with the tree; and the snake forms a most 
correct spiral. But if there were a painter so gifted that he 
could place on the canvas that glorious paradise seen by the 
interior eye of him whose outward sight had failed with long 

^ From Samuel Rogers's "Human Life." 
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watching and labouring for liberty and truth, — if there were a 
painter who could set before us the mazes of the sapphire 
brook, the lake with its fringe of myrtles, the flowery meadows, 
the grottoes overhung by vines, the forests shining with 
Hesperian fruit and with the plumage of gorgeous birds, the 
massy shade of that nuptial bower which showered down roses^ 
on the sleeping lovers, — what should we think of a connois 
seur who should tell us that this painting, though finer than 
the absurd picture in the old Bible, was not so correct? Surely 
we should answer. It is both finer and more correct, and it is 
finer because it is more correct. It is not made up of correctly 
drawn diagrams, but it is a correct painting, a worthy repre- 
sentation of that which it is intended to represent. 

It is not in the fine arts alone that this false correctness is 
prized by narrow-minded men, by men who cannot distinguish 
means from ends, or what is accidental from what is essential, 
M. Jourdain ^ admired correctness in fencing. "You had no 
business to hit me then. You must never thrust in quart till 
you have thrust in tierce." M. Tomes ^ liked correctness in 
medical practice. " I stand up for Artemius. That he killed his 
patient is plain enough. But still he acted quite according to 
rule. A man dead is a man dead, and there is an end of the 
matter. But if rules are to be broken, there is no saying what 
consequences may follow." We have heard of an old German 
officer who was a great admirer of correctness in military opera- 
tions. He used to revile Bonaparte for spoiling the science of 
war, which had been carried to such exquisite perfection by 
Marshal Daun. " In my youth we used to march and counter- 
march all the simuner without gaining or losing a square league, 
and then we went into winter quarters. And now comes an 
ignorant, hot-headed young man, who flies about from Bologne 
to Ulm, and from Ulm to the middle of Moravia, and fights 
battles in December. The whole system of his tactics is mon- 
strously incorrect." The world is of opinion, in spite of critics 
like these, that the end of fencing is to hit, that the end of medi- 
cine is to cure, that the end of war is to conquer, and that those 
means are the most correct which best accomplish the ends. 

And has poetry no end, no eternal and immutable principles? 

^ In Moliire's Lt Bourgeois CerUilhomme, ' In Moli^'s V Amour Midecim. 
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Once in thy mirth thou badst me write jr ^ j^^^ 

And now I write what thou shalt neve^ ^ 

.1 -^f ^ r metals 

Sir Roger Newdigate is fairly entitlp^ ^j ^ jf ^^^^ 

among the great critics of this sd/J^ n ere decreed 

none of the poems written for %4^ / .# .rgent but on 

Oxford should exceed fifty lir >>/; ^ 'f ^^^ ^^^ ^^^^^ 

at least as much foundatioy/^ J^^c*- > ^ as good as the 

have mentioned, — nay ;. > .- ^ ^ ^^i^ be good for 

is pretty well agreed '\ : A^ yy .t j^^uge Dragon, ^ as 

is, the better. We . ., • ce has assigned to it, 

more rules of the /' * ^-i^e may impose upon 

number of see* ^ _^ imitative art, to the power 

of three, tb' ^ rudest and the most enlightened, bear 

exact sqv ^^^^^ [^ ^j^^ great masterpieces were produced, 

fewer ^^ ^^^^ jg changeable in this world has been changed. 

sixtr ,^.^.^^ has been gained, lost, gained again. Religions, and 

c^^ges, and forms of government, and usages of private life, 

pf^odcs of thinking, all have undergone a succession of revo- 

^'^fiS. Everything has passed away but the great features of 

^^tnre and the heart of man, and the miracles of that art of 

^Ijjch it is the office to reflect back the heart of man and the 

features of nature. Those two strange old poems, the wonder 

oi ninety generations, still retain all their freshness. They still 

conunand the veneration of minds enriched by the literature 

of many nations and ages. They are still, even in wretched 

translations, the delight of schoolboys. Having survived ten 

thousand capricious fashions, having seen successive codes of 

criticism become obsolete, they still remain to us, immortal 

with the immortality of truth, the same when perused in the 

study of an English scholar as when they were first chanted at 

the banquets of the Ionian princes. 

Poetry is, as was said more than two thousand years ago. ^ 
imitation. It is an art analogous in many respects to the art of 
painting, sculpture, and acting. The imitations of the painter, 
the sculptor, and the actor, are indeed, within certain limits, 
more perfect than those of the poet. The machinery which the 
poet employs consists merely of words; and words cannot, even 

^ Officers of the English College of Heralds. * By Aristotle. 
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hen employed by such an artist as Homer or Dante, present 

K he mind images of visible objects quite so lively and exact 

^«9> ise which we carry away from looking on the works of the 

'^ and the chisel. But on the other hand, the range of 

^ s infinitely wider than that of any other imitative art, 

^ ^, at of all the other imitative arts together. Thesculp- 

?* V*:^ 'tate only form; the painter only form and colour; 

r-.; 'Ji until the poet supplies him with words — only 

t V^ and motion. Poetry holds the outer world in 

h f y^ he other arts; the heart of man is the province 

'^ t^ " poetry alone. The painter, the sculptor, and 

bit no more of himaan passion and character 
..X portion which overflows into the gesture and 
xd.ce, always an imperfect, often a deceitful, sign of that 
which is within. The deeper and more complex parts of hmnan 
nature can be exhibited by means of words alone. Thus the 
objects of the imitation of poetry are the whole external and 
the whole internal universe, the face of nature, the vicissitudes 
of fortune, man as he is in himself, man as he appears in society, 
all things which really exist, all things of which we can form 
an image in our minds by combining together parts of things 
which really exist. The domain of this imperial art is com- 
mensurate with the imaginative faculty. 

An art essentially imitative ought not, surely, to be sub- 
jected to rules which tend to make its imitations less perfect 
than they otherwise would be; and those who obey such rules 
ought to be called, not correct, but incorrect artists. The 
true way to judge of the rules by which English poetry was 
governed during the last century is to look at the effects which 
they produced. 

It was in 1780 that Johnson completed his Lives of the Poets. 
He tells us in that work that since the time of Dryden English 
poetry had shown no tendency to relapse into its original 
savageness, that its language had been refined, its numbers 
tuned, and its sentiments improved. It may perhaps be 
doubted whether the nation had any great reason to exult in 
the refinements and improvements which gave it Douglas^ for 
OtheUOy and The Triumphs of Temper ^ for The Fairy Queen. It 

* A tragedy by John Home, 1756. • A poem by William Haylcy, 1781. 
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was during the thirty years which preceded the appearance of 
Johnson's Lives that the diction and versification of English 
poetry were, in the sense in which the word is commonly used, 
mo6t correct. Those thirty years are, as respects poetry, the 
most deplorable part of our literary history. They have indeed 
bequeathed to us scarcely any poetry which deserves to be 
remembered. Two or three hundred lines of Gray, twice as 
many of Goldsmith, a few stanzas of Beattie and Collins, a 
few strophes of Mason, and a few clever prologues and satires, 
were the masterpieces of this age of consummate excellence. 
They may all be printed in one volume, and that volmne would 
be by no means a volmne of extraordinary merit It would 
contain no poetry of the very highest class, and little which 
could be placed very high in the second class. The Paradise 
Regained or Camus would outweigh it all. 

At last, when poetry had fallen into such utter decay that 
Mr. Hayley was thought a great poet, it began to appear that 
the excess of the evil was about to work the cure. Men became 
tired of an insipid conformity to a standard which derived no 
authority from nature or reason. A shallow criticism had 
taught them to ascribe a superstitious value to the spurious 
correctness of poetasters. A deeper criticism brought them back 
to the true correctness of the first great masters. The eternal 
laws of poetry regained their power, and the temporary fash- 
ions which had superseded those laws went after the wig of 
Lovelace and the hoop of Clarissa. . . . 



BOSWELL S LIFE OF JOHNSON 

183 1 

[Published in the Edinburgh Review for September; primarily a review 
of Croker^s new edition of the Life. Macaulay's account of Boswell is 
recognized as an instance of his reckless exaggeration and love of paradox. 
See Carlyle's reply in his essay on the same subject.] 

. . . The Life of Johnson is assuredly a great, a very great 
work. Homer is not more decidedly the first of heroic poets, 
Shakespeare is not more decidedly the first of dramatists, 
Demosthenes is not more decidedly the first of orators, than 
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Boswell is the first of biographers. He has no second. He has 
distanced all his competitors so decidedly that it is not worth 
while to place them. Eclipse is first/ and the rest nowhere. 

We are not sure that there is in the whole history of the 
hmnan intellect so strange a phenomenon as this book. Many 
of the greatest men that ever lived have written biography. 
Boswell was one of the smallest men that ever lived, and he has 
beaten them all. He was, if we are to give any credit to his own 
account or to the united testimony of all who knew him, a man 
of the meanest and feeblest intellect. Johnson described him 
as a fellow who had missed his only chance of inmiortality by 
not having been alive when the Dunciad was written. Beau- 
clerk used his name as a proverbial expression for a bore. He 
was the laughing-stock of the whole of that brilHant society 
which has owed to hun the greater part of its fame. He was 
always laying himself at the feet of some eminent man, and 
begging to be spit upon and trampled upon. He was always 
earning some ridiculous nickname, and then '^binding it as a 
crown imto hun," not merely in metaphor, but literally. He 
exhibited himself at the Shakespeare Jubilee, to all the crowd 
which filled Stratford-on-Avon, with a placard round his hat 
bearing the inscription " Corsica Boswell." In his Tour he pro- 
claimed to all the world that at Edinburgh he was known by the 
appellation of Paoli Boswell.* Servile and impertinent, shal- 
low and pedantic, a bigot and a sot, bloated with family pride, 
and eternally blustering about the dignity of a bom gentleman, 
yet stooping to be a talebearer, an eavesdropper, a common 
butt in the taverns of London; so curious to know everybody 
who was talked about, that, Tory and High Churchman as he 
was, he manoeuvred, we have been told, for an introduction 
to Tom Paine; so vain of the most childish distinctions that 
when he had been to court he drove to the office where his 
book was printing without changing his clothes, and sum- 
moned all the printer's devils to admire his new ruffles and 
sword; — such was this man, and such he was content and 
proud to be. Everything which another man would have hid- 
den, everything the publication of which would have made 

* A famous race-horse. 

* In honor of the Corsican patriot Paoti, whom Boswell had visited. 
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another man hang himself, was matter of gay and clamorous 
exultation to his weak and diseased mind. What silly things 
he said, what bitter retorts he provoked; how at one place he 
was troubled with evil presentiments which came to nothing; 
how at another place, on waking from a drunken doze, he read 
the Prayer-book and took a hair of the dog that had bitten 
him; how he went to see men hanged and came away maudlin; 
how he added five hundred pounds to the fortune of one of his 
babies because she was not scared at Johnson's ugly face; how 
he was frightened out of his wits at sea, and how the sailors 
quieted him as they would have quieted a child; how tipsy he 
was at Lady Cork's one evening, and how much his merri- 
ment annoyed the ladies; how impertinent he was to the 
Duchess of Argyle, and with what stately contempt she put 
down his impertinence; how Colonel Macleod sneered to his 
face at his impudent obtrusiveness; how his father and the 
very wife of his bosom laughed and fretted at his fooleries; all 
these things he proclaimed to all the world, as if they had been 
subjects for pride and ostentatious rejoicing. All the caprices 
of his temper, all the illusions of his vanity, all his hypochon- 
driac whimsies, all his castles in the air, he displayed with a 
cool self-complacency, a perfect unconsciousness that he was 
making a fool of himself, to which it is impossible to find a 
parallel in the whole history of mankind. He has used many 
people ill, but assiu'edly he has used nobody so ill as himself. 
That such a man should have written one of the best books 
in the world is strange enough. But this is not all. Many 
persons who have conducted themselves foolishly in active life, 
and whose conversation has indicated no superior powers of 
mind, have left us valuable works. Goldsmith was very justly 
described by one of his contemporaries as an inspired idiot, 
and by another as a being 

Who wrote Kke an angel, and talked like poor Poll. 

La Fontaine was in society a mere simpleton; his blunder* 
would not come in amiss among the stories of Hierocles.^ But 
these men attained literary eminence in spite of their weak- 
nesses. Boswell attained it by reason of his weaknesses. If he 

' An andent coUectian of anecdotes dealing with the f oSies d learned men. 
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had not been a great fool, he would never have been a great 
writer. Without all the qualities which made him the jest and 
the torment of those among whom he lived, — without the 
officiousness, the inquisitiveness, the effrontery, the toad- 
eating, the insensibility to all reproof, — he never could have 
produced so excellent a book. He was a slave, proud of his 
servitude; a Paul Pry, convinced that his own curiosity and 
garrulity were virtues; an unsafe companion who never 
scrupled to repay the most liberal hospitality by the basest 
violation of confidence; a man without delicacy, without 
shame, without sense enough to know when he was hurting 
the feelings of others or when he was exposing himself to deri- 
sion; and because he was all this, he has, in an important de- 
partment of literature, immeasurably surpassed such writers 
as Tacitus, Clarendon, Alfieri, and his own idol Johnson. 

Of the talents which ordinarily raise men to eminence as 
writers, Boswell had absolutely none. There is not in all his 
books a single remark of his own on literature, politics, religion, 
or society, which is not either commonplace or absurd. His 
dissertations on hereditary gentility, on the slave-trade, and 
on the entailing of landed estates, may serve as examples. To 
say that these passages are sophistical would be to pay them 
an extravagant compliment. They have no pretence to argu- 
ment, or even to meaning. He has reported innumerable ob- 
servations made by himself in the course of conversation. Of 
those observations we do not remember one which is above the 
intellectual capacity of a boy of fifteen. He has printed many 
of his own letters, and in these letters he is always ranting or 
twaddling. Logic, eloquence, wit, taste, all those things which 
are generally considered as making a book valuable, were 
utterly wanting to him. He had, indeed, a quick observation 
and a retentive memory. These qualities, if he had been a man 
of sense and virtue, would scarcely of themselves have sufficed 
to make him conspicuous; but because he was a dunce, a para- 
site, and a coxcomb, they have made him immortal. 

Those parts of his book which, considered abstractedly, are 
most utterly worthless, are delightful when we read them as 
illustrations of the character of the writer. Bad in themselves, 
they are good dramatically, like the nonsense of Justice Shal- 
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low, the clipped English of Dr. Caius, or the misplaced con- 
sonants of Fluellen.^ Of all confessors, Boswell is the most 
candid. Other men who have pretended to lay open their 
hearts, — Rousseau, for example, and Lord Byron, — have 
evidently written with a constant view to effect, and are to be 
then most distrusted when they seem to be most sincere. There 
is scarcely any man who would not rather accuse himself of 
great crimes and of dark and tempestuous passions than pro- 
claim all his little vanities and wild fancies. It would be easier 
to find a person who would avow actions like those of Caesar 
Borgia or Danton, than one who would publish a day-dream 
like those of Alnaschar^ and Malvolio. Those weaknesses 
which most men keep covered up in the most secret places of 
the mind, not to be disclosed to the eye of friendship or of love, 
were precisely the weaknesses which Boswell paraded before all 
the world. He was perfectly frank,because the weakness of his 
understanding and the tumult of his spirits prevented him 
from knowing when he made himself ridiculous. His book re- 
sembles nothing so much as the conversation of the inmates of 
the Palace of Truth. 

His fame is great, and it will, we have no doubt, be lasting; 
but it is fame of a peculiar kind, and indeed marvelously re- 
sembles infamy. We remember no other case in which the 
world has made so great a distinction between a book and its 
author. In general, the book and the author are considered as 
one. To admire the book is to admire the author. The case of 
Boswell is an exception — we think the only exception — to 
this rule. His work is universally allowed to be interesting, 
instructive, eminently original; yet it has brought him noth' 
ing but contempt. All the world reads it; all the world delights 
in it; yet we do not remember ever to have read or ever to have 
heard any expression of respect and admiration for the man to 
whom we owe so much instruction and amusement. While 
edition after edition of his book was coming forth, his son, as 
Mr. Croker tells us, was ashamed of it, and hated to hear it 
mentioned. This feeling was natural and reasonable. Sir 

* Jusf ice Shallow in 2 Eenry IV and Merry Wives of Windsor; Dr. Caius in Merry 
Wives; Fluellen in Henry V. 
> In the Arabian NiglUs (slaty of <'Tbe Barber's Fifth Brother"). 
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Alexander saw that in proportion to the celebrity of the work 
was the degradation of the author. The very editors of this 
unfortunate gentleman's books have forgotten their allegiance 
and, like those Puritan casuists who took arms by the author 
ity of the king against his person, have attacked the writer 
while doing homage to the writings. Mr. Croker, for example, 
has published two thousand five himdred notes on the Life of 
Johnson, and yet scarcely ever mentions the biographer whose 
performance he has taken such pains to illustrate, without 
some expression of contempt. 

An ill-natured man Boswell certainly was not. Yet the ma- 
lignity of the most malignant satirist could scarcely cut deeper 
than his thoughtless loquacity. Having himself no sensibility 
to derision and contempt, he took it for granted that all others 
were equally callous. He was not ashamed to exhibit himself 
to the world as a common spy, a common tattler, a humble 
companion without the excuse of poverty, and to tell a hundred 
stories of his own pertness and folly, and of the insults which 
his pertness and folly brought upon him. It was natural that 
he should show little discretion in cases in which the feelings or 
the honour of others might be concerned. No man, surely, 
ever published such stories respecting persons whom he pro- 
fessed to love and revere. He would infallibly have made his 
hero as contemptible as he has made himself, had not his hero 
really possessed some moral and intellectual qualities of a very 
high order. The best proof that Johnson was really an extraor- 
dinary man is that his character, instead of being degraded, has 
on the whole been decidedly raised by a work in which all his 
■«dces and weaknesses are exposed more unsparingly than they 
ever were exposed by Churchill or by Kenrick.^ 

Johnson grown old, Johnson in the fulness of his fame and in 
the enjoyment of a competent fortune, is better known to us 
than any other man in history. Everything about him, - his 
coat, his wig, his figure, his face, his scrofula, his St. Vitus's 
dance, his rolling walk, his blinking eye, the outward signs 
which too clearly marked his approbation of his dinner, his 
insatiable appetite for fish-sauce and veal-pie with plums, his 
inextinguishable thirst for tea, his trick of touching the posts 

^ Eighteenth-century pamphleteers. 
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as he walked, his mysterious practice of treasuring up scraps 
of orange-peel, his morning slumbers, his midnight disputa- 
tions, his contortions, hismutterings, hisgruntings, his puffings, 
his vigorous, acute, and ready eloquence, his sarcastic wit, 
his vehemence, his insolence, his fits of tempestuous rage, his 
queer inmates, old Mr. Levett and blind Mrs. Williams, the 
cat Hodge and the negro Frank, — all are as familiar to us as 
the objects by which we have been surrounded from child- 
hood. . . . 

The club-room is before us, and the table on which stands 
the omelet for Nugent and the lemons for Johnson. There are 
assembled those heads which live forever on the canvas of 
Reynolds. There are the spectacles of Burke and the tall thin 
form of Langton, the courtly sneer of Beauclerk and the beam« 
ing smile of Garrick, Gibbon tapping his snuff-box, and Sir 
Joshua with his trumpet in his ear. In the foregroimd is that 
strange figure which is as familiar to us as the figures of those 
among whom we have been brought up, — the gigantic body, 
the huge massy face seamed with the scars of disease, the brown 
coat, the black worsted stockings, the gray wig with the 
scorched foretop, the dirty hands, the nails bitten and pared 
to the quick. We see the eyes and mouth moving with convul- 
sive twitches; we see the heavy form rolling; we hear it puffing; 
and then comes the "Why, sir!" and the "What then, sir?'* 
and the "No, sir!" and the "You don't see your way through 
the question, sir!" 

What a singular destiny has been that of this remarkable 
man ! To be regarded in his own age as a classic, and in ours as 
a companion. To receive from his contemporaries that full 
homage which men of genius have in general received only from 
posterity 1 To be more intimately known to posterity than 
other men are known to their contemporaries! That kind of 
fame which is commonly the most transient is in his case the 
most durable. The reputation of those writings which he prob- 
ably expected to be immortal is every day fading; while those 
peculiarities of manner and that careless table-talk the mem- 
ory of which he probably thought would die with him, are likely 
to be remembered as long as the English language is spoken 
in any quarter of the globe. 
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THE COMEDY OF THE RESTORATION 

1841 

[The title is not Macaulay's; the selection is from his review of Leigh 
Hunt's edition of the Dramatic Works of Wycherley, Congreve, etc., 
published in the Edinburgh Review for July. His point of view should be 
compared with Lamb's; see p. 72.] 

. . . We have said that we think the present publication per- 
fectly justifiable. But we can by no means agree with Mr. 
Leigh Hunt, who seems to hold that there is little or no ground 
for the charge of immorality so often brought against the liter- 
ature of the Restoration. We do not blame him for not bring- 
ing to the judgment-seat the merciless rigour of Lord Angelo,^ 
but we really think, that such flagitious and impudent offenders 
as those who are now at the bar deserved at least the gentle 
rebuke of Escalus. Mr. Leigh Hunt treats the whole matter a 
little too much in the easy style of Lucio ; and perhaps his ex- 
ceeding lenity disposes us to be somewhat too severe. 

And yet it is not easy to be too severe. For in truth this part 
of our literature is a disgrace to our language and our national 
character. It is clever, indeed, and very entertaining; but it is, 
in the most emphatic sense of the words, "earthly, sensual, 
devilish." Its indecency, though perpetually such as is con- 
demned not less by the rules of good taste than by those of mo- 
rality, is not, in our opinion, so disgraceful a fault as its sin- 
gularly inhuman spirit. We have here Belial, not as when he 
inspired Ovid and Ariosto, "graceful and humane," but with 
the iron eye and cruel sneer of Mephistopheles. We find our- 
selves in a world in which the ladies are like very profligate, 
impudent, and unfeeling men, and in which the men are too 
bad for any place but Pandemonium or Norfolk Island.^ We 
are sunroimded by foreheads of bronze, hearts like the nether 
millstone, and tongues set on fire of hell. 

Dryden defended or excused his own offences and those of his 
conte^nporaries by pleading the example of the earlier English 
drair-Atists, and Mr. Leigh Hunt seems to think that there is 

^ In Measure for Measure (so also Escalus and Lucio). 
* A penal colony east of Australia. 
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force in the plea. We altogether diflFer from his opinion. The 
crime charged is not mere coarseness of expression. The terms 
which are delicate in one age become gross in the next. The 
diction of the English version of the Pentateuch is sometimes 
such as Addison would not have ventured to imitate; and Addi- 
son, the standard of moral purity in his own age, used many 
phrases which are now proscribed. Whether a thing shall be 
designated by a plain noun substantive or by a circumlocu- 
tion is mere matter of fashion. Morality is not at all interested 
in the question. But morality is deeply interested in this, that 
what is immoral shall not be presented to the imagination of 
the yoimg and susceptible in constant connection with what is 
attractive. For every person who has observed the operation of 
the law of association in his own mind and in the minds of 
others knows that whatever is constantly presented to the imagi- 
nation in connection with what is attractive will itself become 
attractive. There is undoubtedly a great deal of indelicate 
writing in Fletcher and Massinger, and more than might be 
wished even in Ben Jonson and Shakespeare, who are compara- 
tively pure. But it is impossible to trace in their plays any 
systematic attempt to associate vice with those things which 
men value most and desire most, and virtue with everything 
ridiculous and degrading. And such a systematic attempt we 
do find in the whole dramatic literature which followed the 
return of Charles the Second. We will take, as an instance of 
what we mean, a single subject of the highest importance to 
the happiness of mankind, — conjugal fidelity. We can at 
present hardly call to mind a single English play written before 
the Civil War in which the character of a seducer of married 
women is represented in a favourable light. We remember 
many plays in which such persons are baffled, exposed, covered 
with derision, and insulted by triumphant husbands. Such is 
the fate of FalstaflF, with all his wit and knowledge of the world. 
Such is the fate of Brisac in Fletcher's Elder Brother, and of 
Ricardo and Ubaldo in Massinger's Picture. Sometimes, as 
in The Fatal Dowry ^ and Lovers Cruelty,^ the outraged honour 
of families is repaired by a bloody revenge. If now and then 
the lover is represented as an accomplished man, and the 

^ By Massinger and Field. * By Shirley. 
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husband as a person of weak or odious character, this only 
makes the triumph of female virtue the more signal, as in 
Jonson's Celia and Mrs. Fitzdottrel,^ and in Fletcher's Maria.* 
In general we will venture to say that the dramatists of the 
age of Elizabeth and James the First either treat the breach of 
the marriage vow as a serious crime, or, if they treat it as 
a matter for laughter, turn the laugh against the gallant. 

On the contrary, during the forty years which followed the 
Restoration, the whole body of the dramatists invariably 
represent adultery, we do not say as a peccadillo, we do not 
say as an error which the violence of passion may excuse, but 
as the calling of a fine gentleman, as a grace without which his 
character would be imperfect. It is as essential to his breeding 
and to his place in society, that he should make love to the 
wives of his neighbours as that he should know French or that 
he should have a sword at his side. In all this there is no 
passion, and scarcely anything that can be called preference. 
The hero intrigues just as he wears a wig, because if he did not 
he would be a queer fellow, a city prig, — perhaps a Puritan. 
All the agreeable qualities are always given to the gallant. All 
the contempt and aversion are the portion of the unfortunate 
husband. Take Dryden, for example; and compare Woodall 
with Brainsick, or Lorenzo with Gomez.* Take Wycherley; 
and compare Horner with Pinchwife.* Take Vanbrugh; and 
compare Constant with Sir John Brute.^ Take Farquhar; and 
compare Archer with Squire Sullen.* Take Congreve; and 
compare Belhnour with Fondlewife, Careless with Sir Paul 
Plyant, or Scandal with Foresight.^ In all these cases, and in 
many more which might be named, the dramatist does his 
best to make the person who commits the injury graceful, sen- 
sible, and spirited, and the person who suflFers it a fool, or a 
tyrant, or both. 

Mr. Charles Lamb, indeed, attempted to set up a defence 
for this way of writing. The dramatists of the latter part of 
the seventeenth century are not, according to him, to be tried 

Celia in Volpone; Mrs. Fitzdottrd in The Devil is an Ass. 

In The Tamer Tamed. • In Limherham and The Spanish Prior. 

In The Country Wife. • In The Pravohed Wife. 

In The Beaux' Stratagem. 

In The Old Bachelor, The Double Dealer, Love for Love. 
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by the standard of morality which exists, and ought to exist, 
in real life. Their world is a conventional world. Their heroes 
and heroines belong, not to England, not to Christendom, but 
to an Utopia of gallantry, to a fairyland, where the Bible and 
Bum's Justice^ are unknown, where a prank which on this 
earth would be rewarded with the pillory is merely matter for 
a peal of elvish laughter. A real Homer, a real Careless, would, 
it is admitted, be exceedingly bad men. But to predicate moral- 
ity or immorality of the Horner of Wycherley and the Careless 
of Congreve is as absurd as it would be to arraign a sleeper for 
his dreams. . . . This is, we believe, a fair summary of Mr. 
Lamb's doctrine. We are sure that we do not wish to represent 
him unfairly; for we admire his genius, we love the kind nature 
which appears in all his writings, and we cherish his memory 
as much as if we had known him personally. But we must 
plainly say that his argument, though ingenious, is altogether 
sophistical. 

Of course we perfectly understand that it is pK)ssible for a 
writer to create a conventional world in which things forbidden 
by the Decalogue and the Statute Book shall be lawful, and 
yet that the exhibition may be harmless, or even edifying. For 
example, we suppose that the most austere critics would not 
accuse Fenelon of impiety and immorality on account of his 
Telentachus and his Dialogues of the Dead. In Telemachus and 
the Dialogues of the Dead we have a false religion, and conse- 
quently a morality which is in some points incorrect. We have 
a right and a wrong differing from the right and the wrong of 
real life. . . . The same may be said of Mr. Southey's Mahom- 
medan and Hindoo heroes and heroines. ... It is easy to see 
why the conventional worlds of Fenelon and Mr. Southey are 
unobjectionable. In the first place, they are utterly unlike the 
real world in which we live. The state of society, the laws even 
of the physical world, are so different from those with which we 
are familiar that we cannot be shocked at finding the morality 
also very different. But in truth the morality of these conven- 
tional worlds differs from the morality of the real world only 
in points where there is no danger that the real world will ever 
go wrong. The generosity and docility of Telemachus, the 

* An eighteentb-century manual for justices of the peace 
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fortitude, the modesty, the filial tenderness of Kailyal,^ are 
virtues of all ages and nations. . . . The case is widely different 
with what Mr. Charles Lamb calls the conventional world of 
Wycherley and Congreve. Here the garb, the manners, the 
topics of conversation are those of the real town and of the 
passmg day. The hero is in all superficial accomplishments 
exactly the fine gentleman whom every youth in the pit would 
gladly resemble. The heroine is the fine lady whom every youth 
in the pit would gladly marry. The scene is laid in some place 
which is as well known to the audience as their own houses, — 
in St. James's Park, or Hyde Park, or Westminster Hall. The 
lawyer bustles about with his bag, between the Common Pleas 
and the Exchequer. The Peer calls for his carriage to go to the 
House of Lords on a private bill. A hundred little touches are 
employed to make the fictitious world appear like the actual 
world. And the immoraUty is of a sort which never can be out 
of date, and which all the force of religion, law, and public 
opinion united can but imperfectly restrain. 

In the name of art, as well as in the name of virtue, we pro- 
test against the principle that the world of pure comedy is one 
into which no moral enters. If comedy be an imitation, under 
whatever conventions, of real Ufe, how is it possible that it can 
have no reference to the great rule which directs life, and to 
feelings which are called forth by every incident of life? If 
what Mr. Charles Lamb says were correct, the inference would 
be that these dramatists did not in the least understand the 
first principles of their craft. Pure landscape painting into 
which no light or shade enters, pure portrait painting into 
which no expression enters, are phrases less at variance with 
sound criticism than pure comedy into which no moral enters. 

But it is not the fact that the world of these dramatists is a 
world into which no moral enters. Morality constantly enters 
into that world, — a sound moraUty, and an unsound morality; 
the sound morality to be insulted, derided, associated with 
everything mean and hateful, the unsound morality to be set 
off to every advantage, and inculcated by all methods, direct 
and indirect. It is not the fact that none of the inhabitants of 
this conventional world feel reverence for sacred institutions 

^ In Southey's Curse of Kehama, 
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and family ties. Fondlewife, Pinchwife, every person, in short, 
of narrow imderstanding and disgusting manners, expresses 
that reverence strongly. The heroes and heroines, too, have a 
moral code of their own, — an exceedingly bad one, but not, as 
Mr. Charles Lamb seems to think, a code existing only in the 
imagination of dramatists. It is, on the contrary, a code actu- 
ally received and obeyed by great numbers of people. We 
need not go to Utopia or Fairyland to find them. They are 
near at hand. Every night some of them cheat at the hells in 
the Quadrant, and others pace the Piazza in Covent Garden.^ 
Without flying to Nephelococcygia ^ or to the court of Queen 
Mab, we can meet with sharpers, hard-hearted bullies, impu- 
dent debauchees, and women worthy of such paramours. The 
morality of The Country Wife and The Old Bachelor is the 
morality, not, as Mr. Charles Lamb maintains, of an imreal 
world, but of a world which is a great deal too real. It is the 
morality, not of a chaotic people, but of low town-rakes and of 
those ladies whom the newspapers call "dashing Cyprians." 
And the question is simply this: whether a man of genius who 
constantly and systematically endeavours to make this sort of 
character attractive, by uniting it with beauty, grace, dignity, 
spirit, a high social position, popularity, literature, wit, taste, 
knowledge of the world, brilliant success in every undertaking, 
does or does not make an ill use of his powers. We own that 
we are unable to understand how this question can be answered 
in any way but one. 

It must indeed be acknowledged, in justice to the writers of 
whom we have spoken thus severely, that they were to a great 
extent the creatures of their age. And if it be asked why that 
age encouraged immorality which no other age would have 
tolerated, we have no hesitation in answering that this great 
depravation of the national taste was the effect of the preva- 
lence of Puritanism under the Commonwealth. 

To punish public outrages on morals and religion is unques- 
tionably within the competence of rulers. But when a govern- 
ment, not content with requiring decency, requires sanctity, it 
oversteps the bounds which mark its proper functions. And 

* The Opera House. 

* "Cuckootown in the Clouds," a city in the Birds of Aristophanes. 
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it may be laid down as a general rule that a government which 
attempts more than it ought will perform less. A lawgiver who, 
in order to protect distressed borrowers, limits the rate of inter- 
est, either makes it impossible for the objects of his care to bor- 
row at all, or places them at the mercy of the worst class of 
usurers. A lawgiver who, from tenderness for labouring men, 
fixes the hours of their work and the amount of their wages, is 
certain to make them far more wretched than he found them. 
And so a government which, not content with repressing scan- 
dalous excesses, demands from its subjects fervent and austere 
piety, will soon discover that, while attempting to render an 
impossible service to the cause of virtue, it has in truth only 
promoted vice. 

For what are the means by which a government can effect its 
ends? Two only, reward and punishment; powerful means, 
indeed, for influencing the exterior act, but altogether impotent 
for the purpose of touching the heart. A public functionary 
who is told that he will be promoted if he is a devout Catholic, 
and turned out of his place if he is not, will probably go to mass 
every morning, exclude meat from his table on Fridays, shrive 
himself regularly, and perhaps let his superiors know that he 
wears a hair shirt next his skin. Under a Puritan government, 
a person who is apprised that piety is essential to thriving in 
the world will be strict in observance of the Sunday, — or, as 
he will call it. Sabbath, — and will avoid a theatre as if it were 
plague-stricken. Such a show of religion as this the hope of 
gain and the fear of loss will produce, at a week^s notice, in any 
abundance which a government may require. But under this 
show, sensuality, ambition, avarice, and hatred retain unim- 
paired power, and the seeming convert has only added to the 
vices of a man of the world all the still darker vices which are 
engendered by the constant practice of dissimulation. The 
truth cannot be long concealed. The public discovers that the 
grave persons who are proposed to it as patterns are more 
utterly destitute of moral principle and of moral sensibility 
than avowed libertines. It sees that these Pharisees are farther 
removed from real goodness than publicans and harlots. And, 
as usual, it rushes to the extreme opposite to that which it quits. 
It C9nsiders a high religious profession as a sure mark of mean- 
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ness and depravity. On the very first day on which the re- 
straint of fear is taken away, and on which men can venture to 
say what they think, a frightful peal of bla^hemy and ribaldry 
proclaims that the short-sighted poUcy which aimed at mating 
a nation of saints has made a nation of scoffers. . . . 

It was the same with our fathers in the time of the great 
Civil War. We are by no means immindful of the great debt 
which mankind owes to the Puritans of that time, the deliver- 
ers of England, the founders of the American commonwealths. 
But in the day of their power those men conmiitted one great 
fault, which left deep and lasting traces on the national char- 
acter and manners. They mistook the end and overrated the 
force of government. They determined not merely to protect 
religion and public morals from insult, — an object for which 
the civil sword, in discreet hands, may be beneficially em- 
ployed, — but to make the people committed to their rule 
truly devout. . . . The saints were to inherit the earth. The 
theatres were closed. The fine arts were placed under absurd 
restraints. Vices which had never before been even misde- 
meanors were made capital felonies. It was solemnly resolved 
by the Parliament ** that no person shall be employed but such 
as the House shall be satisfied of his real godliness.'' The pious 
assembly had a Bible lying on the table for reference. If they 
had consulted it, they might have learned that the wheat and 
the tares grow together inseparably, and must either be spared 
together or rooted up together. To know whether a man was 
really godly was impossible. But it was easy to know whether 
he had a plain dress, lank hair, no starch in his linen, no gay 
furniture in his house; whether he talked through his nose, and 
showed the whites of his eyes; whether he named his children 
Assurance, Tribulation, and Maher-shalal-hash-baz; whether 
he avoided Spring Garden ^ when in town, and abstained from 
hunting and hawking when in the country; whether he ex- 
pounded hard scriptures to his troops of dragoons, and talked 
in a committee of ways and means about seeking the Lord. 
These were tests which could easily be applied. The misfor- 
tune was that they were tests which proved nothing. Such as 
they were, they were employed by the dominant party. And 

^ A pleasure-house in St. James's Park. 
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the consequence was that a crowd of impostors, in every walk 
of life, began to mimic and to caricature what were then re- 
garded as the outward signs of sanctity. The nation was not 
duped. The restraints of that gloomy time were such as would 
have been impatiently borne if imposed by men who were uni- 
versally believed to be saints; those restraints became alto- 
gether insupportable when they were known to be kept up for the 
profit of hypocrites. It is quite certain that, even if the royal 
family had never returned, even if Richard Cromwell or Henry 
Cromwell had been at the head of the administration, there 
would have been a great relaxation of manners. Before the 
Restoration many signs indicated that a period of licence was 
at hand. The Restoration crushed for a time the Puritan party, 
and placed supreme power in the hands of a Ubertine. The 
political counter-revolution assisted the moral counter-revo- 
lution, and was in turn assisted by it. A period of wild and 
desperate dissoluteness followed. Even in remote manor- 
houses and hamlets the change was in some degree felt, but in 
London the outbreak of debauchery was appalling; and in 
London the places most deeply infected were the palace, the 
quarters inhabited by the aristocracy, and the inns of court. 
It was on the support of these parts of the town that the play- 
houses depended. The character of the drama became con- 
formed to the character of its patrons. The comic poet was 
the mouthpiece of the most deeply corrupted part of a cor- 
rupted society. And in the plays before us we find, distilled 
and condensed, the essential spirit of the fashionable world 
during the anti-puritan reaction. 

The Puritan had affected formality; the comic poet laughed 
at decorum. The Puritan had frowned at innocent diversions; 
the comic poet took under his patronage the most flagitious 
excesses. The Puritan had canted ; the comic poet blasphemed. 
The Puritan had made an affair of gallantry felony without 
benefit of clergy; the comic poet represented it as an honour- 
able distinction. The Puritan spoke with disdain of the low 
standard of popular morality: his life was regulated by a far 
more rigid code; his virtue was sustained by motives unknown 
to men of the world. Unhappily it had been amply proved in 
many cases, and might well be suspected in many more, that 
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these high pretensions were unfounded. Accordingly the fash- 
ionable circles, and the comic poets who were the spokesmen of 
those circles, took up the notion that all professions of piety 
and integrity were to be construed by the rule of contrary; that 
it might well be doubted whether there was such a thing as 
virtue in the world; but that, at all events, a person who 
affected to be better than his neighbours was sure to be a 
knave. 

In the old drama there had been much that was reprehens- 
ible. But whoever compares even the least decorous plays of 
Fletcher with those contained in the volmne before us will see 
how much the profligacy which follows a period of over- 
strained austerity goes beyond the profligacy which precedes 
such a period. The nation resembled the demoniac in the New 
Testament. The Puritans boasted that the unclean spirit was 
cast out. The house was empty, swept, and garnished, and for 
a time the expelled tenant wandered through dry places seeking 
rest and finding none. But the force of the exorcism was spent. 
The fiend returned to his abode, and returned not alone. He 
took to him seven other spirits more wicked than himself. 
They entered in, and dwelt together; and the second possession 
was worse than the first. . . . 
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SCOTT'S "LADY OF THE LAKE" 

l8io 

[Written by Francis Jeffrey, and published in the August number, 1810. 
This is one of the best specimens of Jeffrey's method of combining the dis- 
cussion of a particular work with some general literary topic which it 
illustrates.] 

Mr. Scott, though living in an age unusually prolific of 
original poetry, has manifestly outstripped all his competitors 
in the race of popularity, and stands already upon a height to 
which no other writer has attained in the memory of any one 
now alive. We doubt, indeed, whether any English poet ever 
had so many of his books sold, or so many of his verses read 
and admired by such a multitude of persons, in so short a time. 
We are credibly informed that nearly thirty thousand copies 
of The Lay have been already disposed of in this country, and 
that the demand for Marmion and the poem now before us has 
been stiU more considerable, — a circulation, we believe, alto- 
gether without example, in the case of a bulky work, not ad- 
dressed to the bigotry of the mere mob, either religious or 
political. 

A popularity so universal is a pretty sure proof of extraor- 
dinary merit, — a far surer one, we readily admit, than would 
be afforded by any praises of ours; and tiierefore, though we 
pretend to be privileged, in ordinary cases, to foretell the ulti- 
mate reception of all claims on public admiration, our function 
may be thought to cease, where the event is already so certain 
and conspicuous. As it is a sore thing, however, to be deprived 
of our privileges on so important an occasion, we hope to be 
pardoned for insinuating that, even in such a case, the office of 
the critic may not be altogether superfluous. Though the 
success of the author be decisive, and likely to be permanent, it 
still may not be without its use to point out, in consequence of 
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what, and in spite of what, he has succeeded, nor altogether un- 
instructive to trace the precise limits of the connection which, 
even in this dull world, indisputably subsists between success 
and desert, and to ascertain how far unexampled popularity 
does really imply unrivalled talent. 

As it is the object of poetry to give pleasure, it would seem 
to be a pretty safe conclusion that that poetry must be the best 
which gives the greatest pleasure to the greatest number of 
persons. Yet we must pause a Uttle, before we give our assent 
to so plausible a proposition. It would not be quite correct, we 
fear, to say that those are invariably the best judges who are 
most easily pleased. The great multitude, even of the reading 
world, must necessarily be uninstructed and injudicious, and 
will frequently be found not only to derive pleasure from what 
is worthless in finer eyes, but to be quite insensible to those 
beauties which afford the most exquisite delight to more culti- 
vated understandings. True pathos and sublimity will indeed 
charm every one ; but, out of this lofty sphere, we are pretty well 
convinced that the poetry which appears most perfect to a very 
refined taste will not often turn out to be very popular poetry. 

This, indeed, is sa)dng nothing more than that the ordinary 
readers of poetry have not a very refined taste, and that they 
are often insensible to many of its highest beauties, while they 
still more frequently mistake its imperfections for excellence. 
The fact, when stated in this simple way, commonly excites 
neither opposition nor surprise; and yet if it be asked why the 
taste of a few individuals, who do not perceive beauty where 
many others perceive it, should be exclusively dignified with 
the name of a good taste, or why poetry which gives pleasure to 
a very great nimaber of readers should be thought inferior to 
that which pleases a much smaller number, the answer, per- 
haps, may not be quite so ready as might have been expected 
from the alacritv of our assent to the first proposition. That 
there is a good kswer to be given, however, we entertain no 
doubt; and if that which we are about to offer should not appear 
very clear or satisfactory, we must submit to have it thought 
that the fault is not altogether in the subject. 

In the first place, then, it should be remembered that, though 
the taste of very few good judges is necessarily the taste of a few. 
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it is implied in their description that they are persons eminently 
qualified, by natural sensibility and long experience and reflec- 
tion, to perceive all beauties that really exist, as well as to settle 
the relative value and importance of all the different sorts of 
beauty; — they are in that very state, in short, to which all 
who are in any degree capable of tasting those refined pleasures 
would certainly arrive, if their sensibility were increased and 
their experience and reflection enlarged. It is difficult, there- 
fore, in following out the ordinary analogies of language, to 
avoid considering them as in the right, and calling their taste 
the true and the just one, when it appears that it is such as 
is imiformly produced by the cultivation of those faculties 
upon which all our perceptions of taste so obviously depend. 
It is to be considered also that, although it be the end of poetry 
to please, one of the parties whose pleasure and whose notions 
of excellence will always be primarily consulted in its composi- 
tion, is the poet himself; and as he must necessarily be more 
cultivated than the great body of his readers, the presumption 
is that he will always belong, comparatively speaking, to the 
class of good judges, and endeavour, consequently, to produce 
that sort of excellence which is likely to meet with their appro- 
bation. When authors, and those of whose suffrages authors 
are most ambitious, thus conspire to fix upon the same standard 
of what is good in taste and composition, it is easy to see how it 
should come to bear this name in society, in preference to what 
might afford more pleasure to individuals of less influence. Be- 
sides all this, it is obvious that it must be infinitely more difficult 
to produce anything conformable to this exalted standard, 
than merely to fall in with the current of popular taste. To 
attain the former object, it is necessary, for the most part, to 
understand thoroughly all the feelings and associations that are 
modified or created by cultivation; to accomplish the latter, it 
will often be sufficient merely to have observed the course of 
familiar preferences. Success, however, is rare in proportion 
as it is difficult; and it is needless to say what a vast addition 
rarity makes to value, or how exactly our admiration at success 
is proportioned to our sense of the difficulty of the imdertaking. 
. Such seem to be the most general and inmaediate causes of 
the apparent paradox of reckoning that which pleases the 
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greatest number as inferior to that which pleases the few, and 
such the leading grounds for fixing the standard of excellence, 
in a question of mere feeling and gratification, by a different 
rule than that of the quantity of gratification produced. . . . 
The most popular passages in popular poetry are in fact, for the 
most part, very beautiful and striking; yet they are very often 
such passages as could never be ventured on by any writer who 
aimed at the praise of the judicious; and this for the obvious 
reason that they are trite and hackneyed, — that they have 
been repeated till they have lost all grace and propriety, — 
and, instead of exalting the imagination by the impression of 
original genius or creative fancy, only nauseate and offend by 
the association of paltry plagiarism and impudent inanity. It 
is only, however, on those who have read and remembered the 
original passages, and their better imitations, that this effect is 
produced. To the ignorant and the careless, the twentieth 
imitation has aU the charm of an original, and that which op- 
presses the more experienced reader with weariness and disgust 
rouses them with all the force and vivacity of novelty. . , . 
There are other features, no doubt, that distinguish the idols of 
vxdgar admiration from the beautiful exemplars of pure taste; 
but this is so much the most characteristic and remarkable, that 
we know no way in which we could so shortly describe the poetry 
that pleases the multitude and displeases the select few, as by 
saying that it consisted of all the most known and most brilliant 
parts of the most celebrated authors, — of a splendid and un- 
meaning accumulation of those images and phrases which had 
long charmed every reader in the works of their original invent- 
ors. ... 

Whether Mr. Scott holds the same opinion with us upon these 
matters, and has intentionally conformed his practice to this 
theory, or whether the peculiarities in his compositions have 
been produced merely by following out the natural bent of his 
genius, we do not presmne to determine; but that he has 
actually made use of all our recipes for popularity, we think 
very evident, and conceive that few things are more curious 
than the singular skill, or good fortime, with which he has 
reconciled his claims on the favour of the multitude with his 
pretensions to more select admiration. Confident in the force 
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and originality of his own genius, he has not been afraid to 
avail himseK of commonplaces both of diction and of sentiment, 
whenever they appeared to be beautiful or impressive, — using 
them, however, at all times, with the skill and spirit of an in- 
ventor; and, quite certain that he could not be mistaken for a 
plagiarist or imitator, he has made free use of that great treas- 
ury of characters, images, and expressions, which had been 
accumulated by the most celebrated of his predecessors; at the 
same time that the rapidity of his transitions, the novelty of 
his combinations, and the spirit and variety of his own thoughts 
and inventions, show plainly that he was a borrower from any- 
thing but poverty, and took only what he would have given if 
he had been born in an earlier generation. The great secret of 
his popularity, however, and the leading characteristic of his 
poetry, appear to us to consist evidently in this, — that he has 
made more use of conunon topics, images, and expressions than 
any original poet of later times, and at the same time displayed 
more genius and originaUty than any recent author who has 
worked in the same materials. By the latter peculiarity he 
has entitled himself to the admiration of every description of 
readers; by the former he is recommended in an especial manner 
to the inexperienced, at the hazard of some little offence to the 
more cultivated and fastidious. 

In the choice of his subjects, for example, he does not attempt 
to interest merely by fine observation or pathetic sentiment, but 
takes the assistance of a story, and enlists the reader's curiosity 
among his motives for attention. Then his characters are all 
selected from the most conMnon dramatis persotue of poetry: 
kings, warriors, knights, outlaws, nuns, minstrels, secluded 
damsels, wizards, and true lovers. He never ventures to carry 
us into the cottage of the modern peasant, like Crabbe or 
Cowper ; nor into the bosom of domestic privacy, like Campbell; 
nor among creatures of the imagination, like Southey or Dar- 
win. Such personages, we readily admit, are not in themselves 
so interesting or striking as those to whom Mr. Scott has de- 
voted himself; but they are far less familiar in poetry, and are 
therefore more likely, perhaps, to engage the attention of those 
to whom poetry is f amiUar. In the management of the passions, 
again, Mr. Scott appears to us to have pursued the same popu- 
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lar and comparatively easy course. He has raised all the most 
familiar and poetical emotions, by the most obvious aggrava- 
tions, and in the most compendious and judicious way. He 
has dazzled the reader with the splendour, and even warmed 
him with the transient heat, of various affections; but he has 
nowhere fairly kindled him with enthusiasm or melted him into 
tenderness. Writing for the world at large, he has wisely ab- 
stained from attempting to raise any passion to a height to 
which worldly people could not be transported, and contented 
himself with giving his reader the chance of feeling as a brave, 
kind, and affectionate gentleman must often feel in the ordi- 
nary course of his existence, without trying to breathe into 
him either that lofty enthusiasm which disdains the ordinary 
business and amusements of life, or that quiet and deep sensi- 
bihty which unfits for most of its piursuits. 

With regard to diction and imagery, too, it is quite obvious 
that Mr. Scott has not aimed at writing either in a very pure or 
a very consistent style. He seems to have been anxious only to 
strike, and to be easily and universally understood; and for 
this purpose to have culled the most glittering and conspicuous 
expressions of the most popular authors, and to have inter- 
woven them in splendid confusion with his own nervous diction 
and irregular versification. Indifferent whether he coins or 
borrows, and drawing with equal freedom on his memory and 
his imagination, he goes boldly forward, in full reliance on a 
never-failing abundance, and dazzles with his richness and va- 
riety even those who are most apt to be offended with his glare 
and irregularity. There is nothing in Mr. Scott of the severe 
and majestic style of Milton, or of the terse and fine composi- 
tion of Pope, or of the elaborate elegance and melody of Camp- 
bell, or even of the flowing and redundant diction of Southey. 
But there is a medley of bright images and glowing words, set 
carelessly and loosely together, — a diction tinged successively 
with the careless richness of Shakespeare, the harshness and 
antique simplicity of the old romances, the homeliness of vulgar 
ballads and anecdotes, and the sentimental glitter of the most 
modern poetry, — passing from the borders of the ludicrous 
to those of the sublime, alternately minute and energetic, some- 
times artificial, and frequently negligent, but always full of 
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spirit and vivacity, abounding in images that are striking, at 
furst sight, to minds of every contexture, and never expressiag a 
sentiment which it can cost the most ordinary reader any exer- 
tion to comprehend. 

Such seem to be the leading qualities that have contributed 
to Mr. Scott's popularity; and, as some of them are obviously 
of a kind to diminish his merit in the eyes of more fastidious 
judges, it is but fair to complete this view of his pecuUarities by 
a hasty notice of such of them as entitle him to unqualified ad- 
miration. And here it is impossible not to be struck with that 
vivifying spirit of strength and animation which pervades all 
the inequalities of his composition, and keeps constantly on the 
mind of the reader the impression of great power, spirit, and 
intrepidity. There is nothing cold, creeping, or feeble, in all 
Mr. Scott's poetry, — no laborious littleness, or puling classical 
affectation. He has his failures, indeed, like other people; but 
he always attempts vigorously, and never fails in his immedi- 
ate object, without accompKshing something far beyond the 
reach of an ordinary writer. Even when he wanders from the 
paths of pure taste, he leaves behind him the footsteps of a 
powerful genius, and moulds the most himible of his materials 
into a form worthy of a nobler substance. Allied to this inher- 
ent vigour and animation, and in a great degree derived from it, 
is that air of facility and freedom which adds so peculiar a 
grace to most of Mr. Scott's compositions. There is certainly 
no living poet whose works seem to come from him with so 
much ease, or who so seldom appears to labour, even in the most 
burdensome parts of his performance. He seems, indeed, never 
to think either of himself or his reader, but to be completely 
identified and lost in the personages with whom he is occupied; 
and the attention of the reader is consequently either trans- 
ferred, unbroken, to their adventures, or, if it glance back for a 
moment to the author, it is only to think how much more might 
be done by putting forth that strength at full, which has with- 
out effort accomplished so many wonders. It is owing partly to 
these qualities, and partly to the great variety of his style, that 
Mr. Scott is much less frequently tedious than any other bulky 
poet with whom we are acquainted. His store of images is so 
copious that he never dwells upon one long enough to produce 
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weariness in the reader; and, even where he deals in borrowed 
or tawdry wares, the rapidity of his transitions, and the tran- 
sient glance with which he is satisfied as to each, leave the critic 
no time to be offended, and hurry him forward, along with the 
multitude, enchanted with the brilliancy of the exhibition. 
Thus the very frequency of his deviations from pure taste 
comes, in some sort, to constitute their apology, and the pro- 
fusion and variety of his faults to afford a new proof of his 
genius. 

These, we think, are the general characteristics of Mr. Scott's 
poetry. Among his minor peculiarities we might notice his 
singular talent for description, and especially for the description 
of scenes aboimding in motion or action of any kind. In this de- 
partment, indeed, we conceive him to be almost without a rival, 
either among modem or ancient poets; and the character and 
process of his descriptions are as extraordinary as their effect is 
astonishing. He places before the eyes of his readers a more dis- 
tinct and complete picture, perhaps, than any other artist ever 
presented by mere words ; and yet he does not enumerate all the 
visible parts of the subject with any degree of minuteness, nor 
confine himself by any means to what is visible. The singular 
merit of his delineations, on the contrary, consists in this, — that 
with a few bold and abrupt strokes he finishes a most spirited 
outline, and then instantly kindles it by the sudden Hght and 
colour of some moral affection. There are none of his fine de- 
scriptions, accordingly, which do not derive a great part of their 
clearness and picturesque effect, as well as their interest, from 
the quantity of character and moral expression which is thus 
blended with their details, and which, so far from interrupting 
the conception of the external object, very powerfully stimu- 
late the fancy of the reader to complete it, and give a grace and 
a spirit to the whole representation, of which we do not know 
where to look for any other example. 

Another very striking peculiarity in Mr. Scott's poetry is the 
air of freedom and nature which he has contrived to impart to 
most of his distinguished characters, and with which no poet 
more modern than Shakespeare has ventured to represent per- 
sonages of such dignity. We do not allude here merely to the 
genuine f amiUarity and homeliness of many of his scenes and 
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dialogues, but to that air of gaiety and playfulness in which 
I>ersons of high rank seem, from time immemorial, to have 
thought it necessary to array, not their courtesy only, but their 
generosity and their hostihty. This tone of good society Mr. 
Scott has shed over his higher characters with great grace and 
effect, and has in this way not only made his representations 
much more faithful and true to nature, but has very agreeably 
relieved the monotony of that tragic solenmity which ordinary 
writers appear to think indispensable to the dignity of poetical 
heroes and heroines. . . . 



WORDSWORTH'S "EXCURSION" 

1814 

[Written by JeflFrey; published in the November number. See Cole- 
ridge's comments on the treatment of Wordsworth by the Edinburghf 
p. 28, above. When Jeffrey reprinted his reviews, he added this note: *' I 
have spoken in many places rather too bitterly and confidently of the 
faults of Mr. Wordsworth's poetry; and forgetting that, even on my own 
view of them, they were but faults of taste, or venial self-partiality, have 
sometimes visited them, I fear, with an asperity which should be reserved 
for objects of moral reprobation."] 

This will never do. It bears no doubt the stamp of the 
author's heart and fancy, and unfortunately not haK so visibly 
as that of his peculiar system. His former poems w«re intended 
to recommend that system, and to bespeak favour for it by 
their individual merit; but this, we suspect, must be recom- 
mended by the system, and can only expect to succeed where it 
has been previously established. It is longer, weaker, and 
tamer, than any of Mr. Wordsworth's other productions; with 
less boldness of originality, and less even of that extreme sim- 
plicity and lowliness of tone which wavered so prettily, in the 
Lyrical Ballads, between silliness and pathos. We have imita- 
tions of Cowper and even of Milton here, engrafted on the 
natural drawl of the Lakers, and all diluted into harmony by 
that profuse and irrepressible wordiness which deluges all the 
blank verse of this school of poetry, and lubricates and weakens 
the whole structure of their style. 

Though it fairly fills four himdred and twenty good quarto 
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pages, without note, vignette, or any sort of extraneous assist- 
ance, it is stated in the title — with something of an imprudent 
candoiu: — to be but "a portion" of a larger work; and in the 
preface, where an attempt is rather unsuccessfully made to ex- 
plain the whole design, it is still more rashly disclosed that it 
is but " a part of the second part of a long and laborious work " 
— which is to consist of three parts. What Mr. Wordsworth's 
ideas of length are, we have no means of accurately judging; but 
we cannot help suspecting that they are liberal, to a degree that 
will alarm the weakness of most modern readers. As far as we 
can gather from the preface, the entire poem — or one of them 
(for we really are not sure whether there is to be one or two) — 
is of a biographical nature, and is to contain the history of the 
author's mind, and of the origin and progress of his poetical 
powers, up to the period when they were sufficiently matured to 
qualify him for the great work on which he has been so long 
employed. Now the quarto before us contains an accoimt of 
one of his youthful rambles in the vales of Cumberland, and 
occupies precisely the period of three days; so that, by the use 
of a very powerful calculus, some estimate may be formed of the 
probable extent of the entire biography. 

This small specimen, however, and the statements with which 
it is prefaced, have been sufficient to set our minds at rest in one 
particular. The case of Mr. Wordsworth, we perceive, is now 
manifestly hopeless ; and we give him up as altogether incurable, 
and beyond the power of criticism. We cannot indeed alto- 
gether omit taking precautions now and then against the 
spreading of the malady; but for himself, though we shall watch 
the progress of his symptoms as a matter of professional curi- 
osity and instruction, we really think it right not to harass 
him any longer with nauseous remedies, but rather to throw 
in cordials and lenitives, and wait in patience for the natiu'al 
termination of the disorder. In order to justify this desertion 
of our patient, however, it is proper to state why we despair of 
the success of a more active practice. 

A man who has been for twenty years at work on such matter 
as is now before us, and who comes complacently forward with 
a whole quarto of it, after all the admonitions he has received, 
cannot reasonably be expected to "change his hand, or check 
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his pride," upon the suggestion of fax weightier monitors than 
we can pretend to be. Inveterate habit must now have given a 
kind of sanctity to the errors of early taste, and the very powers 
of which we lament the perversion have probably become in- 
capable of any other application. The very quantity, too, that 
he has written, and is at this moment working up for publica- 
tion upon the old pattern, makes it almost hopeless to look for 
any change of it. All this is so much capital already sunk in 
the concern, which must be sacrificed if that be abandoned; and 
no man likes to give up for lost the time and talent and labour 
which he has embodied in any permanent production. We were 
not previously aware of these obstacles to Mr. Wordsworth's 
conversion, and, considering the peculiarities of his former 
writings merely as the result of certain wanton and capricious 
experiments on public taste and indulgence, conceived it to be 
our duty to discourage their repetition by all the means in our 
power. We now see clearly, however, how the case stands, and, 
making up our minds, though with the most sincere pain and 
reluctance, to consider him as finally lost to the good cause of 
poetry, shall endeavour to be thankful for the occasional 
gleams of tenderness and beauty which the natural force of his 
imagination and affections must still shed over all his produc- 
tions, and to which we shall ever turn with delight, in spite of 
the affectation and mysticism and prolixity with which they are 
so abimdantly contrasted. 

Long habits of seclusion, and an excessive ambition of origi- 
nality, can alone account for the disproportion which seems to 
exist between this author's taste and his genius, or for the de- 
votion with which he has sacrificed so many precious gifts at 
the shrine of those paltry idols which he has set up for himself 
among his lakes and mountains. Solitary musings, amidst such 
scenes, might no doubt be expected to nurse up the mind to the 
majesty of poetical conception (though it is remarkable that all 
the greater poets lived, or had lived, in the full current of 
society) ; but the collision of equal minds, the admonition of 
prevailing impressions, seems necessary to reduce its redun- 
dancies, and repress that tendency to extravagance or puerility, 
into which the seK-indulgence and self-admiration of genius is 
so apt to be betrayed, when it is allowed to wanton, without 
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awe or restraint, in the triumph and delight of its own intoxica- 
tion. That its flights should be graceful and glorious in the 
eyes of men, it seems almost to be necessary that they should 
be made in the consciousness that men's eyes are to behold 
them, and that the inward transport and vigour by which they 
are inspired should be tempered by an occasional reference to 
what will be thought of them by those ultimate dispensers of 
glory. An habitual and general knowledge of the few settled 
and permanent maxims which form the canon of general taste 
in all large and polished societies — a certain tact, which in- 
forms us at once that many things which we still love and are 
moved by in secret must necessarily be despised as childish, or 
derided as absurd, in all such societies — though it will not 
stand in the place of genius, seems necessary to the success of 
its exertions, and, though it will never enable any one to produce 
the higher beauties of art, can alone secure the talent which, 
does produce them from errors that must render it useless. 
Those who have most of the talent, however, commonly ac- 
quire this knowledge with the greatest faciUty; and if Mr. 
Wordsworth, instead of confining himself almost entirely to the 
society of the dalesmen and cottagers and little children who 
form the subjects of his book, had condescended to mingle a 
little more with the people that were to read and judge of it, we 
cannot help thinking tJiat its texture would have been con- 
siderably improved. At least it appears to us to be absolutely- 
impossible that any one who had lived or mixed familiarly with 
men of literature and ordinary judgment in poetry (of course we 
exclude the coadjutors and disciples of his own school) could 
ever have fallen into such gross faults, or so long mistaken 
them for beauties. His first essays we looked upon in a good 
degree as poetical paradoxes, maintained experimentally, in 
order to display talent and court notoriety, and so maintained 
with no more serious belief in their truth than is usually gen- 
erated by an ingenious and animated defence of other para- 
doxes. But when we find that he has been for twenty years ex- 
clusively employed upon articles of this very fabric, and that 
he has still enough of raw material on hand to keep him so em- 
ployed for twenty years to come, we cannot refuse him the 
justice of believing that he is a sincere convert to his own 
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system, and must ascribe the peculiarities of his composition, 
not to any transient affectation or accidental caprice of im- 
agination, but to a settled perversity of taste or understanding 
which has been fostered, if not altogether created, by the dr- 
cumstances to which we have alluded. 

The volimie before us, if we were to describe it very shortly, 
we should characterize as a tissue of moral and devotional rav- 
ings, in vhich innimierable changes are rung upon a few very 
simple and familiar ideas, but with such an accompaniment of 
long words, long sentences, and imwieldy phrases, and such a 
hubbub of strained raptures and fantastical sublimities, that it 
is often difficult for the most skilful and attentive student to 
obtain a glimpse of the author's meaning, and altogether im- 
possible for an ordinary reader to conjecture what he is about. 
Moral and religious enthusiasm, though undoubtedly poetical 
emotions, are at the same time but dangerous inspirers of 
poetry nothing being so apt to run unto interminable dulness 
or mellifluous extravagance, without giving the unfortimate 
author the slightest intimation of his danger. His laudable 
zeal for the efficacy of his preachments he very naturally mis- 
takes for the ardour of poetical inspiration, and, while dealing 
out the high words and glowing phrases which are so readily 
supplied by themes of this description, can scarcely avoid be- 
lieving that he is eminently original and impressive. All sorts 
of commonplace notions and expressions are sanctified in his 
eyes by the sublime ends for which they are employed, and the 
mystical verbiage of the Methodist pulpit is repeated, till the 
speaker entertains no doubt that he is the elected organ of 
divine truth and persuasion. But if such be the conrnaou 
hazards of seeking inspiration from those potent foimtains, it 
may easily be conceived what chance Mr. Wordsworth had of 
escaping their enchantment, with his natural propensities to 
wordiness, and his unlucky habit of debasing pathos with vul- 
garity. The fact accordingly is that in this production he is 
more obscure than a Pindaric poet of the seventeenth century, 
and more verbose "than even himself of yore"; while the wil- 
fulness with which he persists in choosing his examples of in- 
tellectual dignity and tenderness exclusively from the lowest 
ranks of society will be sufficiently apparent from the circum- 
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stance of his having thought fit to make his chief prolocutor 
in this poetical dialogue, and chief advocate of Providence and 
Virtue, an old Scotch peddler, — retired indeed from business, 
but still rambling about in his former haimts, and gossiping 
among his old customers, without his pack on his shoulders. 
The other persons of the drama are a retired military chaplain, 
who has grown half an atheist and half a misanthrope, the wife 
of an improsperous weaver, a servant girl with her natural child, 
a parish pauper, and one or two other personages of equal rank 
iuid dignity. 

The character of the work is decidedly didactic, and more 
than nine tenths of it are occupied with a species of dialogue, 
or rather a series of long sermons or harangues which pass be- 
tween the peddler, the author, the old chaplain, and a worthy 
vicar who entertains the whole party at dinner on the last day 
of their excursion. The incidents which occur in the course of 
it are as few and trifling as can well be imagined, and those 
which the different speakers narrate in the course of their dis- 
courses are introduced rather to illustrate their argmnents or 
opinions than for any interest they are supposed to possess of 
their own. The doctrine which the work is intended to enforce, 
we are by no means certain that we have discovered. In so far 
as we can collect, however, it seems to be neither more nor less 
than the old familiar one, that a firm belief in the providence of 
a wise and beneficent Being must be our great stay and support 
under all affictions and perplexities upon earth, and that there 
are indications of his power and goodness in all the aspects of 
the visible universe, whether living or inanimate, every part of 
which should therefore be regarded with love and reverence, 
as exponents of those great attributes. We can testify, at least, 
that these salutary and important truths are inculcated at far 
greater length, and with more repetitions, than in any ten 
volumes of sermons that we ever perused. It is also maintained, 
with equal conciseness and originality, that there is frequently 
much good sense, as well as much enjoyment, in the hiunbler 
conditions of life, and that, in spite of great vices and abuses, 
there is a reasonable allowance both of happiness and goodness 
in society at large. If there be any deeper or more recondite 
doctrines in Mr. Wordsworth's book, we must confess that they 
have escaped us. . . . 
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Nobody can be more disposed to do justice to the great 
powers of Mr. Wordsworth than we are; and from the first 
time that he came before us down to the present moment 
we have uniformly testified in their favour, and assigned in- 
deed our high sense of their value as the chief ground of the 
bitterness with which we resented their perversion. That per- 
version, however, is now far more visible than their original 
dignity; and while we collect the fragments, it is impossible not 
to mourn over the ruins from which we are condemned to pick 
them. If any one should doubt of the existence of such a per- 
version, or be disposed to dispute about the instances we have 
hastily brought forward, we would just beg leave to refer him to 
the general plan and character of the poem now before us. Why 
should Mr. Wordsworth have made his hero a superannuated 
peddler? What but the most wretched affectation, or provoking 
perversity of taste, could induce any one to place his chosen ad- 
vocate of wisdom and virtue in so absurd and fantastic a cous 
dition? Did Mr. Wordsworth really imagine that his favourite? 
doctrines were likely to gain anything in point of effect or au- 
thority by being put into the mouth of a person accustomed to 
higgle about tape or brass sleeve-buttons? Or is it not plain 
thatj independent of the ridicule and disgust which such a 
personification must excite in many of his readers, its adoption 
exposes the work throughout to the charge of revolting incon- 
gruity and utter disregard of probability or nature? For, after 
he has thus wilfully debased his moral teacher by a low occu- 
pation, is there one word that he puts into his mouth, or one 
sentiment of which he makes him the organ, that has the most 
remote reference to that occupation? Is there anything in his 
learned, abstracted, and logical harangues that savours of the 
calling that is ascribed to him? Are any of their materials such 
as a peddler could possibly have dealt in? Are the manners, the 
diction, the sentiments, in any the very smallest degree accom- 
modated to a person in that condition? or are they not emi- 
nently and conspicuously such as could not by possibility be- 
long to it? A man who went about selling flannel and pocket- 
handkerchiefs in this lofty diction would soon frighten away all 
his customers, and would infalUbly pass either for a madman 
or for some learned and affected gentleman who, in a frolic, 
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had taken up a character which he was peculiarly ill qualified 
for supporting. 

The absurdity in this case, we think, is palpable and glaring; 
but it is exactly of the same nature with that which infects 
the whole substance of the work, — a puerile ambition of 
singularity engrafted on an xmlucky predilection for truisms, 
and an affected passion for simplicity and himible life, most 
awkwardly combined with a taste for mystical refinements and 
all the gorgeousness of obscure phraseology. His taste for sim- 
plicity is evinced by sprinkling up and down his interminable 
declamations a few descriptions of baby-houses, and of old 
hats with wet brims; and his amiable partiaUty for humble life, 
by assuring us that a wordy rhetorician, who talks about 
Thebes and allegorizes all the heathen mythology, was once a 
peddler, and making him break in upon his magnificent ora- 
tions with two or three awkward notices of something that he 
had seen when selling winter raiment about the country, or of 
the changes in the state of society which had almost annihilated 
his former calling. 
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COLERIDGE'S '^BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA'' 

1817 
[Written by John Wilson; published in the October number.] 

. . . It is impossible to read many pages of this work without 
thinking that Mr. Coleridge conceives himself to be a far greater 
man than the public is likely to admit; and we wish to waken 
him from what seems to us a most ludicrous delusion. He 
seems to believe that every tongue is wagging in his praise, — 
that every ear is open to imbibe the oracular breathings of his 
inspiration. Even when he would fain convince us that his soul 
is wholly occupied with some other illustrious character, he 
breaks out into laudatory exclamations concerning himself; no 
soimd is so sweet to him as that of his own voice; the ground is 
hallowed on which his footsteps tread; and there seems to him 
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something more than human m his very shadow. He will read 
no books that other people read; his scorn is as misplaced and 
extravagant as his admiration; opinions that seem to tally with 
his own wild ravings are holy and inspired, and, unless agree- 
able to his creed, the wisdom of ages is folly, and wits whom the 
world worship dwarfed when they approach his venerable side. 
His admiration of nature or of man — we had almost said his 
religious feelings towards his God — are all narrowed, weak- 
ened and corrupted and poisoned by inveterate and diseased 
egotism; and instead of his, mind reflecting the beauty and 
glory of nature, he seems to consider the mighty universe itself 
as nothing better than a mirror in which, with a grinning and 
idiot self-complacency, he may contemplate the physiognomy 
of Samuel Taylor Coleridge. . . . 

The truth is that Mr. Coleridge is but an obscure name in 
English literature. In London he is well known in literary 
society, and justly admired for his extraordinary loquacity; he 
has his own little circle of devoted worshipers, and he mistakes 
their foolish babbhng for the voice of the world. His name, too, 
has been often foisted into Reviews, and accordingly is known 
to many who never saw any of his works. In Scotland few 
know or care anything about him; and perhaps no man who has 
spoken and written so much, and occasionally with so much 
genius and ability, ever made so little impression on the public 
mind. Few people know how to spell or pronounce his name; 
and were he to drop from the clouds among any given nimiber 
of well-informed and intelligent men north of the Tweed, he 
would find it impossible to make any intelligible communica- 
tion respecting himself, for of him and his writings there would 
prevail only a perplexing dream, or the most untroubled igno- 
rance. We cannot see in what the State of literature would have 
been different, had he been cut off in childhood, or had he never 
been born; for, except a few wild and fanciful ballads, he has 
produced nothing worthy remembrance. Yet, insignificant as 
he assuredly is, he cannot put pen to paper without a feeling 
that millions of eyes are fixed upon him; and he scatters his 
Sibylline Leaves ^ around him with as majestical an air as if a 

^ Coleridge published a collection of poems under this title, in the same year with the 
Biograpkia. 
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crowd of enthusiastic admirers were rushing forward to grasp 
the divine promulgations, instead of their being, as in fact they 
are, coldly received by the accidental passenger, like a lying 
lottery puflf or a quack advertisement. 

This most miserable arrogance seems, in the present age, 
confined almost exclusively to the original members of the 
Lake School, and is, we think, worthy of especial notice, as one 
of the leading features of their character. It would be difficult 
to defend it either in Southey or Wordsworth, but in Coleridge 
it is altogether ridiculous. Southey has imdoubtedly written 
four noble poems, — Thaldba, Modoc, Kehama, and Roderick; 
and if the poets of this age are admitted by the voice of pos- 
terity to take their places by the side of the mighty of former 
times in the Temple of Immortality, he will be one of that sa- 
cred company. Wordsworth, too, with all his manifold errors 
and defects, has, we think, won to himself a great name, and in 
point of originality will be considered as second to no man of 
this age. They are entitled to think highly of themselves, in 
comparison with their most highly gifted contemporaries, and 
therefore, though their arrogance may be offensive, as it often 
is, it is seldom or ever utterly ridiculous. But Mr. Coleridge 
stands on much lower ground, and will be known to future 
times only as a man who overrated and abused his talents, who 
saw glimpses of that glory which he could not grasp, who pre- 
sumptuously came forward to officiate as High Priest at mys- 
teries beyond his ken, and who carried himself as if he had 
been familiarly admitted into the penetralia of Nature, when 
in truth he kept perpetually stmnbling at the very threshold. 

This absurd self-elevation forms a striking contrast with 
the dignified deportment of all the other great living poets. 
Throughout all the works of Scott, the most original-minded 
man of this generation of poets, scarcely a single allusion is 
made to himself, and then it is with a truly delightful simplic- 
ity, as if he were not aware of his immeasurable superiority to 
the ordinary nm of mankind. From the rude songs of our fore- 
fathers he has created a kind of poetry which at once brought 
over the dull scenes of this our unimaginative life all the pomp, 
and glory, and magnificence of a chivalrous age. He speaks to 
us like some ancient bard awakened from his tomb, and singing 
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of visions not revealed in dreams, but contemplated in all the 
freshness and splendour of reality. Since he sung his bold and 
wild and romantic lays, a more religious solemnity breathes 
from our mouldering abbeys, and a sterner grandeur frowns 
over our time-shattered castles. He has peopled our hills with 
heroes, even as Ossian peopled them, and, like a presiding spirit, 
his image haunts the magnificent cMs of our lakes and seas. 
And if he be, as every heart feels, the author of those noble 
prose works that continue to flash upon the world, to hm ex- 
clusively belongs the glory of wedding Fiction and History in 
delighted union, and of embodying in imperishable records the 
manners, character, soul, and spirit of Caledonia. . . . What has 
Campbell ever obtruded on the public of his private history? 
Yet his is a name that will be hallowed forever in the souls of 
pure and aspiring and devout youth. . . . Byron indeed speaks 
of himself often, but his is like the voice of an angel heard cry- 
ing in the storm or the whirlwind, and we Usten with a kind 
of mysterious dread to the tones of a being whom we scarcely 
believe to be kindred to ourselves, while he soimds the depths 
of our nature and illuminates them with the lightnings of 
his genius. . • • We could easily add to the illustrious list; but 
suffice it to say that our poets do in general bear their faculties 
meekly and manfully, trusting to their conscious powers and 
the susceptibility of generous and enlightened natures, not 
yet extinct in Britain, whatever Mr. Coleridge may think. . . . 
But we need not speak of poets alone (though we have done so 
at present to expose the miserable pretensions of Mr. Coleridge) , 
but look through all the bright ranks of men distinguished by 
mental power, in whatever department of human science. . . . 
Look at the most inventive spirits of this country, — those 
whose intellects have achieved the most memorable triumphs. 
Take, for example, Leslie ^ in physical science, and what airs of 
majesty does he ever assmne? What is Samuel Coleridge com- 
pared to such a man? What is an ingenious and fanciful versi- 
fier to him who has, like a magician, gained command over the 
very elements of nature, who has realized the fictions of poetry, 
and to whom frost and fire are ministering and obedient spirits? 
But of this enough. It is a position that doubtless might require 

^ Sir John Leslie, a distinguished physicist and mathematician. 
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some modification, but in the main it is and must be true that 
real greatness, whether in intellect, genius, or virtue, is dignified 
and unostentatious, and that no potent spirit ever whimpered 
over the blindness of the age to his merits, and, Hke Mr. Cole- 
ridge, or a child blubbering for the moon, with clamorous out- 
cries implored and imprecated reputation. . . . 

We have f dt it our duty to speak with severity of this book 
and its author, and we have given our readers ample oppor- 
tunities to judge of the justice of our strictures. We have not 
been speaking in the cause of literature only, but, we conceive, 
in the cause of moraUty and religion. For it is not fitting that 
he should be held up as an example to the rising generation (but 
on the contrary it is most fitting that he should be exposed as 
a most dangerous model) who has alternately embraced, de- 
fended, and thrown aside all systems of philosophy and all 
creeds of religion; who seems to have no power of retaining an 
opinion, no trust in the principles he defends, but who fluctu- 
ates from theory to theory, according as he is impelled by 
vanity, envy, or diseased desire of change, and who, while he 
would subvert and scatter into dust those structures of knowl- 
edge reared by the wise men of this and other generations, has 
nothing to erect in their room but the baseless and air-built 
fabrics of a dreaming imagination. 

THE COCKNEY SCHOOL OF POETRY 

1817-18 

[A savage series of articles under this title, attacking Leigh Hunt and 
his friends, began to appear in Blackwood's in the October number, 181 7. 
They were signed " Z," and the authorship has never been discovered; it 
has been attributed to Scott, John Wilson, John Gibson Lockhart, and 
others, — perhaps most plausibly to Lockhart. The following extracts 
are from the first article and the fourth; the latter appeared in August, 
1 81 8. Aside from their interest in connection with Keats, the articles are 
significant a^ *~xhibiting the connection between the political and the 
literary animosities of the period; see especially, for the Toryism of this 
critic, the sentence: " His works exhibit no reverence either for God or 
man; neither altar nor throne have any dignity in his eyes."] 

While the whole critical world is occupied with balancing 
the merits, whether in theory or in execution, of what is com- 
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monly called the Lake School, it is strange that no one seems 
to think it at all necessary to say a single word about another 
new school of poetry which has of late sprung up among us. 
This school has not, I believe, as yet received any name; but 
if I may be permitted to have the honour of christening it, it 
may henceforth be referred to by the designation of the Cock- 
ney School. 

Its chief Doctor and Professor is Mr. Leigh Hunt, a man cer- 
tainly of some talents, of extravagant pretensions, both in wit^ 
poetry, and politics, and withal of exquisitely bad taste and ex- 
tremely vulgar modes of thinking and manners in all respects. - 
He is a man of little education. He knows absolutely nothing 
of Greek, almost nothing of Latin, and his knowledge of Italian 
literature is confined to a few of the most popular of Petrarch's 
sonnets, and an imperfect acquaintance with Ariosto through 
the mediimi of Mr. Hoole. As to the French poets, he dis- 
misses them in the mass as a set of prim, precise, unnatural pre- 
tenders. The truth is, he is in a state of happy ignorance about 
them and all that they have done. He has never read Zaire nor 
Phedre. To those great German poets who have illiuninated 
the last fifty years with a splendour to which this country has 
for a long time seen nothing comparable, Mr. Himt is an abso- 
lute stranger. Of Spanish books he has read Don Quixote (in the 
translation of Motteux), and some poems of Lope de Vega in 
the imitations of my Lord Holland. Of all the great critical 
writers, either of ancient or of modern times, he is utterly igno- 
rant, excepting only Mr. Jeffrey among ourselves. 

With this stock of knowledge, Mr. Hunt presiunes to become 
the founder of a new school of poetry, and throws away entirely 
the chance which he might have had of gaining some true poeti- 
cal fame, had he been less lofty in his pretensions. The Story of 
Rimini is not wholly undeserving of praise. It possesses some 
tolerable passages, which are all quoted in the Edinburgh Re- 
viewer's account of the poem, and not one of which is quoted 
in the very illiberal attack upon it in the (Quarterly. But such 
is the wretched taste in which the greater part of the work is ex- 
ecuted, that most certainly no man who reads it once will ever be 
able to prevail upon himself to read it again. One feels the same 
disgust at the idea of opening Rimini, that impresses itself on a 
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man of fashion when he is invited to enter for a second time the 
gilded drawing-room of a Kttle mincing boarding-school mis- 
tress, who woidd fain have an "At Home " in her house. Every- 
thing is pretence, affectation, finery, and gaudiness. The beaux 
are attorneys' apprentices, with ckapeau bras ^ and Limerick 
gloves, fiddlers, harp- teachers, and clerks of genius; the belles 
are faded fan- twinkling spinsters, prurient vulgar misses from 
school, and enormous citizens' wives. The company are enter- 
tained with lukewarm negus and the soimds of a paltry piano- 
forte. 

• All the great poets of o\xr country have been men of some rank 
in society, and there is no vulgarity in any of their writings; 
but Mr. Himt cannot utter a dedication, or even a note, without 
betraying the skibboleth of low birth and low habits. He is the 
ideal of a Cockney Poet. He raves perpetually about "green 
fields," "jaunty streams," and "o'erarching leafiness," exactly 
as a Cheapside shopkeeper does about the beauties of his box on 
the Camberwell road. Mr. Hunt is altogether unacquainted 
with the face of nature in her magnificent scenes; he has never 
seen any mountain higher than Highgate Hill, nor reclined by 
any stream more pastoral than the Serpentine River.^ But he 
is determined to be a poet eminently rural, and he rings the 
changes — till one is sick of him — on the beauties of the differ- 
ent "high views" which he has taken of God and nature in the 
course of some Sunday dinner-parties at which he has assisted 
in the neighbourhood of London. His books are indeed not 
known in the country; his fame as a poet (and I might almost 
say as a politician too) is entirely confined to the young attor- 
neys and embryo barristers about town. In the opinion of 
these competent judges, London is the world — and Hunt is a 
Homer. 

Mr. Hunt is not disqualified by his ignorance and vulgarity 
alone, for being the founder of a respectable sect in poetry. 
He labours under the burden of a sin more deadly than either 
of these. The two great elements of all dignified poetry, reli- 
gious feeling and patriotic feeling, have no place in his writings. 
His religion is a poor tame dilution of the blasphemies of the 

^ A fashionable hat meant to be carried under the arm. 
* An artificial stream and lake in Hyde Park. 
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Encyclopedic ; ^ his patriotism a crude, vague, ineffectual, and 
sour Jacobinism. His works exhibit no reverence either for 
God or man; neither altar nor throne have any dignity in his 
eyes. He speaks well of nobody but two or three great dead 
poets, and in so speaking of them he does well; but alasl 
Mr. Hxmt is* no conjurer Te^wy ic<u \av0avu} He pretends, in- 
deed, to be an admirer of Spenser and Chaucer, but what he 
praises in them is never what is most deserving of praise, — it 
is only that which he humbly conceives bears some resemblance 
to the more perfect productions of Mr. Leigh Hunt; and we can 
always discover, in the midst of his most violent ravings about 
the court of Elizabeth, and the days of Sir Philip Sidney, and 
the Fairy Queefty that the real objects of his admiration are the 
coterie of Hampstead and the editor of the Examiner. When 
he talks about chivalry and King Arthur, he is always thinking 
of himself and " a small party of friends, who meet once a week 
at a Round Table to discuss the merits of a leg of mutton and of 
the subjects upon which we are to write." Mr. Leigh Hunt's 
ideas concerning tiie sublime, and concerning his own powers, 
bear a considerable resemblance to those of his friend Bottom 
the weaver on the same subjects: '^ I will roar, that it shall do 
any man's heart good to hear me"; "I will roar you an 't were 
any nightingale." . . . 

Of all the manias of this mad age, the most incurable, as well 
as the most common, seems to be no other than the metromanie. 
The just celebrity of Robert Burns and Miss Baillie has had 
the melancholy effect of turning the heads of we know not how 
many farm-servants and unmarried ladies; our very footmen 
compose tragedies, and there is scarcely a superannuated gov- 
erness in the island that does not leave a roll of lyrics behind 
her in her band-box. To witness the disease of any hiunan un- 
derstanding, however feeble, is distressing; but the spectacle of 
an able mind reduced to a state of insanity is of course ten 
times more^ afflicting. It is with such sorrow as this that we 
have contemplated the case of Mr. John Keats. This yoimg 
man appears to have received from nature talents of an excel- 

^ A French work of the i8th century, characterized by the anti-religious radicalism 
of some of the contributors. 
* With art concealed. 
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lent, perhaps even of a superior order, — talents which, devoted 
to the purposes of any useful profession, must have rendered 
him a respectable if not an eminent citizen. His friends, we 
understand, destined him to the career of medicine, and he was 
boimd apprentice some years ago to a worthy apothecary in 
town. But all has been undone by a sudden attack of the mal- 
ady to which we have alluded. Whether Mr. John had been 
^nt home with a diuretic or composing draught to some patient 
far gone in the poetical mania, we have not heard. This much is 
certain, that he has caught the infection, and that thoroughly. 
For some time we were in hopes that he might get off with a 
violent fit or two, but of late the symptoms are terrible. The 
frenzy of the Poems was bad enough in its way, but it did not 
alarm us half so seriously as the calm, settled, imperturbable 
driveling idiocy of the Endymian. We hope, however, that in so 
young a person, and with a constitution originally so good, even 
now the disease is not utterly incurable. Time, firm treatment, 
and rational restraint, do much for many apparently hopeless 
invalids; and if Mr. Keats should happen, at some interval of 
reason, to cast his eye upon our pages, he may perhaps be con- 
vinced of the existence of his malady, which in such cases is 
often all that is necessary to put the patient in a fair way of 
being cured. 

The readers of the Examiner newspaper were informed, some 
time ago, by a solemn paragraph in Mr. Hunt's best style, of 
the appearance of two new stars of glorious magnitude and 
splendour in the poetical horizon of the land of Cockaigne. One 
of these turned out, by and by, to be no other than Mr. John 
Keats. This precocious adulation confirmed the wavering ap- 
prentice in his desire to quit the gallipots, and at the same time 
excited in his too susceptible mind a fatal admiration for the 
character and talents of the most worthless and affected of all 
the versifiers of our time. One of his first productions was the 
following sonnet, "Written on the day when Mr. Leigh Himt 
left prison." It will be recollected that the cause of Himt's 
confinement was a series of Hbels against his sovereign. . . . 

Our youthful poet passes very naturally into a long strain of 
foaming abuse ^ against a certain class of English poets whom, 

* In the poem called " Sleep and Poetry." 
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vdthPope at their head, it is much the fashion with the ignorant 
unsettled pretenders of the present time to xmdervalue. Beg- 
ging these gentlemen's pardon, although Pope was not a poet of 
the same high order with some who are now living, yet to deny 
his genius is just about as absurd as to dispute that of Words- 
worth or to believe in that of Hunt. Above all things it is most 
pitiably ridiculous to hear men of whom their country will 
always have reason to be proud, reviled by uneducated and 
flimsy striplings, who are not capable of understanding either 
their merits or those of any other men of power, — fanciful 
dreaming tea-drinkers, who, without logic enough to analyze a 
single idea, or imagination enough to form one original image, 
or learning enough to distinguish between the written language 
of Englishmen and the spoken jargon of Cockneys, presume to 
talk with contempt of some of the most exquisite spirits the 
world ever produced, merely because they did not happen to 
exert their faculties in laborious affected descriptions of flowers 
seen in window-pots, or cascades heard at Vauxhall; ^ in short, 
because they chose to be wits, philosophers, patriots, and poets, 
rather than to found the Cockney school of versification, 
morality, and politics, a century before its time. . . . 

As for Mr. Keats's Endymion, it has just as much to do with 
Greece as it has with "old Tartary the fierce"; no man whose 
mind has ever been imbued with the smallest knowledge or feel- 
ing of classical poetry or classical history could have stooped to 
profane and vulgarize every association in the manner which 
has been adopted by this "son of promise.'' Before giving any 
extracts, we must inform our readers that this romance is 
meant to be written in English heroic rhyme. To those who have 
read any of Hunt's poems, this hint might indeed be needless. 
Mr. Keats has adopted the loose, nerveless versification and 
Cockney rhymes of the poet of Rimini, but in fairness to that 
gentleman we must add that the defects of the system are ten- 
fold more conspicuous in his disciple's work than his own. Mr. 
Hunt is a small poet, but he is a clever man. Mr. Keats is a 
still smaller poet, and heis only a boy of pretty abilities, which 
he has done everything in his power to spoil. . . . We venture to 
make one small prophecy, that his bookseller will not a second 

^ A public pleasure-garden. 
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time venture fifty pounds upon anything he can write. It is 
a better and a wiser thing to be a starved apothecary than a 
starved poet; so back to the shop, Mr. John, back to "plasters, 
pills j and ointment boxes," etc. But for heaven's sake, young 
Sangrado,^ be a little more sparing of extenuatives and sopori- 
fics in your practice than you have been in your poetry. 



THE QUARTERLY REVIEW 

KEATS'S "ENDYMION" 

1818 

[Written by John Wilson Croker; published in the April number. This 
is the funous review to which, by a baseless tradition, Keats's death was 
attributed, and which therefore gave rise to Shelley's Adonais. Keats's 
own attitude was expressed in a letter in which he said: " My own do- 
mestic criticism has given me pain without comparison beyond what 
Blackwood or the Quarterly could possibly inflict.*'] 

Reviewers have been sometimes accused of not reading the 
works which they affected to criticize. On the present occasion 
we shall anticipate the author's complaint, and honestly con- 
fess that we have not read his work. Not that we have been 
wanting in our duty — far from it; indeed, we have made 
efforts almost as superhuman as the story itself appears to be, 
to get through it; but with the fullest stretch of our persever- 
ance we are forced to confess that we have not been able to 
struggle beyond the first of the four books of which this Poetic 
Romance consists. We should extremely lament this want of 
energy, or whatever it may be, on our parts, were it not for one 
consolation, — namely, that we are no better acquainted with 
the meaning of the book through which we have so painfully 
toiled, than we are with that of the three which we have not 
looked into. 

It is not that Mr. Keats (if that be his real name, for we 
almost doubt that any man in his senses would put his real 
name to such a rhapsody), — it is not, we say, that the author 
has not powers of language, rays of fancy, and gleams of genius; 

^ A quack in Le Safe's Gil Bias, 
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he has all these ; but he is unhappily a disciple of the new school 
of what has been somewhere called Cockney poetry, which may 
be defined to consist of the most incongruous ideas in the most 
uncouth language. Of this school Mr. Leigh Hunt, as we ob- 
served in a former number, aspires to be the hierophant. Our 
readers will recollect the pleasant recipes for harmonious and 
sublime poetry which he gave us in his preface to Rimini^ 
and the still more facetious instances of his harmony and sub- 
limity in the verses themselves ; and they will recollect above all 
the contempt of Pope, Johnson, and such like poetasters and 
pseudo-critics, which so forcibly contrasted itself with Mr. 
Leigh Hunt's self-complacent approbation of 

all the things itself had wrote, 
Of special merit though of little note. 

This author is a copyist of Mr. Himt; but he is more imintel- 
ligible, almost as rugged, twice as diffuse, and ten times more 
tiresome and absurd than his protots^pe, who, though he impu- 
dently presumed to seat himself in the chair of criticism and to 
measiure his own poetry by his own standard, yet generally had 
a meaning. But Mr. Keats has advanced no dogmas which he 
was bound to support by examples; his nonsense therefore is 
quite gratuitous; he writes it for its own sake, and, being bitten 
by Mr. Leigh Hunt's insane criticism, more than rivals the in- 
sanity of his poetry. 

Mr. Keats's preface hints that his poem was produced under 
peculiar circumstances. "Knowing within myself," he says, 
"the manner in which this poem has been produced, it is not 
without a feeling of regret that I make it public. What manner 
I mean will be quite clear to the reader, who must soon perceive 
great inexperience, immaturity, and every error denoting a 
feverish attempt rather than a deed accomplished." We hmn- 
bly beg his pardon, but this does not appear to us to be quite so 
clear — we really do not know what he means; but the next 
passage is more intelligible. "The two first books, and indeed 
the two last, I feel sensible are not of such completion as to 
warrant their passing the press." Thus "the two first books" 
are, even in his own judgment, xmfit to appear, and "the two 
last" are, it seems, in the same condition; and as two and 
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two make four, and as that is the whole number of books, we 
have a dear and, we believe, a very just estimate of the entire 
work. 

Mr. Keats, however, deprecates criticism on this "immature 
and feverish work" in terms which are themselves sufficiently 
feverish; and we confess that we should have abstained from 
inflicting upon him any of the tortiures of the "fierce hell" of 
criticism, which terrify his imagination, if he had not begged to 
be spared in order that he might write more, — if we had not 
observed in him a certain degree of talent which deserves to be 
. put in the right way, or which at least ought to be warned of 
the wrong; and if, finally, he had not told us that he is of an age 
and temper which imperiously require mental discipline. 

Of the story we have been able to make out but little; it 
seems to be mythological, and probably relates to the loves of 
Diana and Endymion; but of this, as the scope of the work has 
altogether escaped us, we cannot speak with any degree of 
certainty, and must therefore content ourselves with giving 
some instances of its diction and versification; — and here 
again we are perplexed and puzzled. At first it appeared to us 
that Mr. Keats had been amusing himself and wearying his 
readers with an immeasurable game at botUs-rimSs; ^ but, if we 
recollect rightly, it is an indispensable condition at this play 
that the rhjmies when filled up shall have a meaning, and our 
author, as we have already hinted, has no meaning. He seems 
to us to write a line at random, and then he follows not the 
thought excited by this line, but that suggested by the rhyme 
with which it concludes. There is hardly a complete couplet 
enclosing a complete idea in the whole book. He wanders from 
one subject to another, from the association, not of the ideas 
but of sounds, and the work is composed of hemistichs which, 
it is quite evident, have forced themselves upon the author by 
the mere force of the catchwords on which they turn. 

We shall select, not as the most striking instance, but as that 
least liable to suspicion, a passage from the opening of the 
poem. 

Such the sun, the moon, 
Trees old and young, sprouting a shady boon 

^ End-rimes. 
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Vor simple sheep; and such are daffodils 

With the green world they live in; and clear rills 

That for themselves a cooling covert make 

'Gainst the hot season; the mid-forest brake, 

Rich with a sprinkling of fair musk-rose blooms: 

And such too is the grandeur of the dooms 

We have imagined for the mighty dead; etc., etc. 

Here it is clear that the word, and not the idea, moon produces 
the simple sheep and their shady bootij and that '' the dooms of 
the mighty dead" would never have intruded themselves but 
for the "fair musk-rose blooms." 

Again: — 

For 't was the mom: ApoUo*s upward fire 
Made every eastern cloud a silvery pyre 
Of brightness so unsullied that therein 
A melancholy spirit well might win 
Oblivion, and melt out his essence fine 
Into the winds; rain-scented eglantine 
Gave temperate sweets to that well- wooing sun; 
The lark was lost in him; cold springs had run 
To warm their chilliest bubbles in the grass; 
Man's voice was on the moxmtains; and the mass 
Of nature's lives and wonders puls'd tenfold, 
To feel this sunrise and its glories old. 

Here ApoUo^s fire produces a pyre, a silvery pyre of clouds, 
wherein a spirit might win oblivion and melt his essence fine^ 
and scented eglantine gives sweets to the sun, and cold springs 
had run into tie grass ^ and then the pulse of the mass pulsed 
ten-fold to feel the glories old of the new-bom day, etc. . . . 

By this time our readers must be pretty well satisfied as to 
the meaning of his sentences and the structure of his lines; we 
now present them with some of the new words with which, in 
imitation of Mr. Leigh Hunt, he adorns our language. We are 
told that "turtles passion their voices"; that '*an arbour was 
nestedy^^ and a lady's locks ^^gordian'd up"; and, to supply the 
place of the nouns thus verbalized, Mr. Keats with great fe- 
cundity spawns new ones, such as ''men-slugs and human ser- 
pentry" the ^'honey-feel of bliss," "wives prepare needments,^^ 
and so forth. 

Then he has formed new verbs by the process of cutting off 
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their natural tails, the adverbs, and afi^xing them to their fore- 
heads; thus, "the wine out-sparkled," the "multitude up- 
followed," and "night up-took " ; " the wind up-blows," and th( 
"hoiurs are down-sunken." But if he sinks some adverbs in 
the verbs, he compensates the language with adverbs and ad- 
jectives which he separates from the parent stock. Thus a lady 
"whispers pantingly and close," makes ^^ hushing signs," and 
steers her skiff into a ^^ripply cove"; a shower falls ^^refresh- 
fuUy,^* and a vulture has a ^^spreaded tail." 

But enough of Mr. Leigh Hunt and his simple neophyte. If 
€uiy one should be bold enough to purchase this "Poetic Ro- 
mance," and so much more patient than ourselves as to get 
beyond the first book, and so much more fortunate as to 
find a meaning, we entreat him to make us acquainted with 
his success; we shall then return to the task which we now 
abandon in despair, and endeavour to make all due amends 
to Mr. Keats and to our readers. 
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1833 

[Written by John Wilson Croker; published in the April number. It 
has been disputed how far Tennyson's failure to publish other volumes 
during the succeeding decade was due to this review; the niatter is fully 
discussed in Lounsbury's Life and Times of Tennyson.] 

This is, as some of his marginal notes intimate, Mr. Tenny- 
son's second appearance. By some strange chance we have 
never seen his first publication, which, if it at all resembles its 
yoimger brother, must be by this time so popular that any 
notice of it on our part would seem idle and presumptuous; but 
we gladly seize this opportunity of repairing an unintentional 
neglect, and of introducing to the admiration of our more 
sequestered readers a new prodigy of genius — another and a 
brighter star of that galaxy or Milky Way of poetry of which 
the lamented Keats was the harbinger. And let us take this 
occasion to sing our palinode on the subject of Endymion. We 
certainly did not discover in that poem the same degree of merit 
that its more clear-sighted and prophetic admirers did. We 
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did not foresee the unbounded popularity which has carried it 
through we know not how many editions, which has placed it 
on every table, and — what is still more unequivocal — famil- 
iarized it in every mouth. All this splendour of fame, however, 
though we had not the sagacity to anticipate, we have the 
candour to acknowledge; and we request that the publisher of 
the new and beautiful edition of Keats's works now in the press, 
with graphic illustrations by Calcott and Turner, will do us the 
favour and the justice to notice our conversion in his pro- 
legomena. 

Warned by our former mishap, wiser by experience, and im- 
proved, as we hope, in taste, we have to offer Mr. Tennyson our 
tribute of unmingled approbation, and it is very agreeable to 
us, as well as to our readers, that our present task will be little 
more than the selection, for their delight, of a few specimens 
of Mr. Tennyson's singular genius, and the venturing to point 
out, now and then, the pecuUar brilliancy of some of the gems 
that irradiate his poetical crown. 

A prefatory sonnet opens to the reader the aspirations of the 
young author, in which, after the manner of sundry poets, an- 
cient and modem, he expresses his own peculiar character by 
wishing himself to be something that he is not. The amorous 
Catullus aspired to be a sparrow; the tuneful and convivial 
Anacreon . . . wished to be a lyre and a great drinking-cup; a 
crowd of more modem sentimentalists have desired to approach 
their mistresses as flowers, timics, sandals, birds, breezes, and 
butterflies, — all poor conceits of narrow-minded poetasters! 
Mr. Tennyson (though he too would, as far as his true love is 
concerned, not unwillingly be "an ear-ring," "a girdle," and 
" a necklace") in the more serious and solemn exordium of his 
works ambitions a bolder metamorphosis; he wishes to be — a 
river! 

Mine be the strength of spirit fierce and free, 
Like some broad river rushing down alone — 

rivers that travel in company are too common for his taste — 

With the self-same impulse wherewith he was thrown — 
a beautiful and harmonious line — 
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From his loud fount upon the echomg lea; 
Which, with increasing might, doth forward flee — 

Every word of this line is valuable; the natural progress of hu- 
man ambition is here strongly characterized; two lines ago he 
would have been satisfied with the self-same impulse, but now 
he must have increasing might; and indeed he would require 
all his might to accomplish his object oi fleeing forward, — that 
is, going backwards and forwards at the same time. Perhaps he 
uses the word flee for flow, which latter he could not well employ 
in this place, it being, as we shall see, essentially necessary to 
rhyme to Mexico towards the end of the sonnet; as an equiv- 
alent to flow he has therefore, with great taste and ingenuity, 
hit on the combination ol forward flee — 

doth forward flee 
By town, and tower, and hill, and cape, and isle, 
And in the middle of the green salt sea 
Keeps his blue waters fresh for many a mile. 

A noble wish, beautifully expressed, that he may not be con- 
founded with the deluge of ordinary poets, but, amidst their 
discoloured and briny ocean, still preserve his own bright tints 
and sweet savour. He may be at ease on this point — he never 
can be mistaken for any one else. We have but too late become 
acquainted with him, yet we assure ourselves that if a thousand 
anonymous specimens were presented to us, we should imer- 
ringly distinguish his by the total absence of any particle 
of salt. . . . 

"The Lady of Shalott" is a poem in four parts, the story of 
which we decline to maim by such an analysis as we could give, 
but it opens thus — 

On either side the river lie 
Long fields of barley and of rye, 
That clothe the wold and meet the sky — 
And through the field the road runs by. 

The Lady of Shalott was, it seems, a spinster who had, imder 
some xmnamed penalty, a certain web to weave. . . . 

A curse is on her if she stay 

Her weaving either night or day , . . 

She knows not — 
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Poor lady, nor we either — 

She knows not what that curse may be, 
Therefore she weaveth steadily; 
Therefore no other care has she, 
The Lady of Shalott. 

A knight, however, happens to ride past her window, coming 

from Camelot; 
From the bank, and from the river ^ 
He flashed into the crystal mirror — 
** Tirra lirra, tirra lirra^^ (lirrar?) 
Sang Sir Lamxcelot. 

The lady stepped to the window to look at the stranger, and 
forgot for an instant her web ; the curse fell on her, and she died ; 
why, how, and wherefore, the following stanzas will clearly and 
pathetically explain. . . . 

We pass by several songs, sonnets, and small pieces, all of 
singular merit, to arrive at a class, we may call them, of three 
poems derived from mythological sources — "CEnone," "The 
Hesperides," and "The Lotos-Eaters." But though the sub- 
jects are derived from classical antiquity, Mr. Tennyson 
treats them with so much originality that he makes them ex- 
clusively his own. (Enone, deserted by 

Beautiful Paris, evil-hearted Paris, 

sings a kind of djdng soliloquy addressed to Mount Ida, in 
a formula which is sixteen times repeated in this short poem: 

Dear mother Ida, hearken ere I die. 

She tells her "dear mother Ida" that, when evil-hearted Paris 
was about to judge between the three goddesses, he hid her 
((Enone) behind a rock, when she had a full view of the naked 
beauties of the rivals, which broke her heart. . . . 

They came — all tkree — the Oljmapian goddesses. 
Naked they came — 



How beautiful they were! too beautifid 
To look upon; but Paris was to me 
More lovelier than all the world beside. 
O mother Ida, hearken ere I die. 
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In the place where we have indicated a pause, follows a de- 
scription, long, rich, and luscious — of the three naked god- 
desses? Fye for shame! — no — of the "lily flower violet- 
eyed," and the ''singing pine,'' and the "overwandering ivy 
and vine," and ''festoons/' and "gnaried boughs," and "tree- 
tops," and "berries," and "flowers," and all the inanimaie 
beauties of the scene. It would be unjust to the ingenuus pudor 
of the author not to observe the art with which he has veiled 
this ticklish interview behind such luxuriant trellis-work, and 
it is obvious that it is for our special sakes he has entered into 
these local details, because if there was one thing which 
"mother Ida" knew better than another it must have been her 
own bushes and brakes. . . . 

Next comes another class of poems, — Visions. The first is 
"The Palace of Art," or a fine house in which the poet dreams 
that he sees a very fine collection of well-known pictures. An 
ordinary versifier would, no doubt, have followed the old 
routine, and dully described himself as walking into the 
Louvre, or Buckingham Palace, and there seeing certain master- 
pieces of painting; a true poet dreams it. . . . His gallery of 
illustrious portraits is thus admirably arranged: The Madonna 

— Ganymede — St. Cecilia — Europa — Deep -haired Milton 

— Shakespeare — Grim Dante — Michael Angelo — Luther 

— Lord Bacon — Cervantes — Calderon — King David — 
"the Halicarnassean" {qucsre, which of them?) — Alfred (not 
Alfred Tennyson, though no doubt in any other man's gallery 
he would have a place), — and finally 

Isaiah, with fierce Ezekiel, 

Swarth Moses by the Coptic sea, 
Plato, Petrarca, Livy, and Raphael, 

And eastern Confutzee! 

We can hardly suspect the very original mind of Mr. Tennyson 
to have harboured any recollections of that celebrated Doric 
idyll, "The groves of Blarney," but certainly there is a strong 
likeness between Mr. Tennyson's list of pictures and the 
Blarney collection of statues — 

Statues growing that noble place in, 

All heathen goddesses most rare, 
Homer, Plutarch, and Nebuchadnezzar, 

All standing naked in the open air! . . • 
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Samuel Taylor Coleridge was bom at Ottery St. Mary, Dev- 
onshire, October 21, 1772; was educated at the London charity 
school called Christ's Hospital, where he became a friend of Charles 
Lamb, and at Jesus College, Cambridge; adopted radical views 
on politics and religion, and, together with Robert Southey and 
other friends, planned a colony to be established in America under 
the name of Pantisocracy; engaged in lecturing and preaching as 
an independent (Unitarian) minister, 1795-98; settled at Nether 
Stowey, Somerset, 1797, in order to be near Wordsworth, and with 
him planned the voliune of Lyrical Ballads (1798) containing "The 
Ancient Mariner"; traveled in Germany with WordsworA, and 
studied philosophy; on his return engaged in translating German 
books and in contributing to London journals ; settled at Keswick, in 
the Lake country, 1800; became a slave to the opium habit; pro- 
jected many works on philosophic subjects, but completed none; 
lectured in London, at various times, 1808-18; published a philo- 
sophic newspaper. The Friend, 1809-10; lived with the family of 
James Gillman, at Highgate, from 1816, with their aid partially 
conquering the opium habit; died July 25, 1834. His works include 
the Poems; two dramas (Remorse and Osorio); The Statesman's 
Manual, 1816; the Biographia Literaria, 1817; Aids to Reflection, 
1825; and various posthiunous collections. 

The standard edition of Coleridge's works is that of W. G. T. 
Shedd, in seven volumes, 1884. The Biographia Literaria has been 
edited, with valuable introduction and notes, by J. Shawcross 
(Clarendon Press, 1907); see also extracts in Coleridge's Princi- 
ples of Criticism, edited by A. J. George, and Coleridge's Literary 
Criticism, edited by J. W. Mackail. The best biography is that of 
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J. D. Campbell, 1894; there are also Lives by Hall Caine (Great 
Writers series) and H. D. Traill (English Men of Letters); see also 
Brandl's Coleridge and the English Romantic School. For criticism, 
see essays in Hazlitt's The Spirit of the Age, John Stuart Mill's 
Dissertations y Leslie Stephen's Hours in a Library y G. E. Wood- 
berry's Makers of Literature; and (on Coleridge's literary criticism) 
L. J. Wylie's Studies in the Evolution of English Criticism , 1894. 

John Wilson Croker was born in Galway, Ireland, December 
20, 1780; was educated at Trinity College, Dublin; studied law; 
became Member of Parliament, 1807; contributed abundantly to 
the Quarterly Review; became Secretary to the Admiralty, and later 
Privy Coimcillor; edited Boswell's Life of Johnson, 1831; retired 
from politics after the passing of the Reform Bill, 1832; died August 
10, 1857. His works include: Military Events of the French Revolu- 
tion of 1 8 JO, 1831 ; Essays on the Early Period of the French Revolu- 
tion, 1857. The Memoirs, Diaries, and Correspondence of Croker 
were edited by L. J. Jennings, 1884. 

Thomas De Qthncey was bom at Manchester, August 15, 1785; 
was educated at the Manchester Granmaar School; left school and 
rambled in England and Wales, 1802, finally leading a wandering 
life in London; at Worcester College, Oxford, 1803; devoted himself 
to the study of German, philosophy, economics, etc.; contributed 
the "Confessions of an Opiiun Eater" to the London Magazine, 
1 821; became a leading contributor to Blackwood's Magazine; vis- 
ited the Lake Country to see Wordsworth, and settled in Edin- 
burgh; was always addicted to opiiun, but of extraordinary vigor 
and industry; died at Edinburgh, December 8, 1859. His works 
include: Confessions of an English Opium-Eater, 1822 (enlarged 
edition, 1856); Klosterheim, 1839; Logic of Political Economy, 
1844. 

De Quincey's Works have been edited by David Masson, in four- 
teen volumes. A convenient volume of Selections is edited by Turk 
(Athenaeum Press series); of the Confessions there are many re- 
prints, in Everyman's Library, etc. The chief biographies are those 
of A. H. Japp (originally published imder the pseudon)an "H. A. 
Page") and Masson (Men of Letters). For criticism, see essays 
in G. Saintsbury's Essays in English Literature and Leslie Stephen's 
Hours in a Library; Turk's introduction to the volume of selections 
noted above; and Masson's essay on "Prose and Verse" in his vol- 
ume called Wordsworth, Shelley, and Keats, 
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William Hazlitt was bom at Maidstone, AprU lo, 1778; the son 
of a dissenting (Unitarian) minister, was himself educated for the 
ministry; met Coleridge, and visited him in 1798; studied painting; 
wrote and lectured on philosophy; was dramatic critic for the Lon- 
don Chronicle^ 1814; contributed to Leigh Hunt's Examiner and 
later to the Edinburgh Review; lectured on literature at the Surrey 
Institution, 1818-20; had a notoriously unhappy love affair and an 
unfortunate marriage; died in poverty, September 18, 1830. His 
works include: Principles of Human Action, 1805; The Round Tdble^ 
1 81 5-1 7; Characters of Shakespeare^ s Plays, 181 7; Lectures on the 
English Poets, 181 8; Lectures on the Dramatic Literature of the Reign 
of Elizabeth, 1821; Table Talk, 1821-22; The Spirit of the Age, 1825; 
The Plain Speaker, 1826; Life of Napoleon, 1828-30. 

Hazlitt's Works have beeii collected under the editorship of 
Waller and Glover, twelve volumes, 1902-04; there are good volumes 
of Selections edited by W. D. Howe (Ginn) and J. Zeitlin (Oxford 
Press). Hazlitt's Memoirs were written by his grandson, William 
Carew Hazlitt, 1867; a good brief biography is that of Augustine 
Birrell (Men of Letters). For criticism, see, besides BirrelFs, essays 
by G. Saintsbury in Essays in English Literature, Leslie Stephen in 
Hours in a Library, and by Paul Elmer More in Shelburne Essays, 
second series. 

Francis Jeffrey was born at Edinburgh, October 23, 1773; was 
educated at the Universities of Glasgow and Edinburgh; became a 
lawyer, 1794; was prominent in Whig politics; was a neighbor and 
friend of Walter Scott's; joined in the founding of the Edinburgh 
Review, 1802, and edited it, 1803-29; was made Lord Advocate of 
Scotland, 1830; Member of Parliament, 1831-34; Judge of the 
Court of Sessions, 1834-50; died January 26, 1850. His Contribu- 
tions to the Edinburgh Review were collected and published in 1844 
and 1853. 

Jeffrey's Life and Correspondence, by Lord Cockbum, 1852, re- 
mains the standard biography. A volimie of Selections from his 
criticism, edited by L. E. Gates (Athenaeum Press series), contains 
a useful introduction, which is reprinted in Gates's Three Studies in 
Literature, 1899. For other criticism, see in the Works of Walter 
Bagehot, an essay on "The First Edinburgh Reviewers"; also some 
account by Hazlitt, in The Spirit of the Age, and an essay by Saints- 
bury in Essays in English Literature. (See also, for the early re- 
views and reviewers, J. L. Haney's Early Reviews of English PoetSf 
1904.) 
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Charles Lamb was bom at London, February lo, 1775; was 
educated at Christ's Hospital school, at the same time with Cole- 
ridge; a clerk in the India House, 1792-1825; devoted himself to the 
care of his sister Mary, after she suffered a violent attack of insan- 
ity in 1796; contributed to newspapers and magazines, — in particu- 
lar, under the name of Elia, to the London MagazinCy 1820-22; Uved 
in retirement on a pension from 1825; died December 27, 1834. His 
works include a volume of poems, 1798; a tragedy, John Woodvil, 
1802; Tales from Shakespeare (with Mary Lamb), 1807; Specimens 
of English Dramatic Poets Contemporary with Shakespeare, 1808; 
Essays of Elia, 1823; Last Essays of Elia, 1833. 

The best edition of Lamb's works is that edited by E. V. Lucas, 
in seven volumes; Lucas is also the author of the standard biogra- 
phy, 1905. There is a short life by A. Ainger (Men of Letters). For 
criticism, see essays in Pater's Appreciations, A. Birrell's Obiter 
Dicta, G. E. Woodberry's Makers of Literature, and P. E. More's 
Shelburne Essays, second and fourth series. 

Walter Savage Landor was bom at Warwick, January 30, 
177s; was educated in part at Rugby and at Trinity College, Ox- 
ford, but was obliged to leave both colleges because of intractable 
conduct; quarreled with his father; became a lifelong friend of 
Robert Southey; in 1808 went to Spain Vith an expedition to aid in 
the war against the French ; established an estate in Wales ; quarreled 
with many of his neighbors, and with his wife; devoted much of his 
leisure to the composition of Latin verses; resided in France, 181 4, 
and in Italy, 1815-35; always engaged in composition, but never 
with pecuniary success, publishing several of his works at his own 
expense; after further quarrels and libel suits, in 1858 finally exiled 
himself, living at Florence till his death on September 1 7, 1864. His 
works include : Gebir, 1 798 ; Count Julian, 1 81 2 ; Imaginary Conversor 
tions, 1824-29, 1846, 1853; Citation and Examination of William 
Shakespeare, 1834; Pericles and Aspasia, 1836; The Pentameron, 
1837; and various volmnes of poems, from 1795 to 1863. 

The standard edition of Landor^s works is in eight volumes, and 
includes his Life by John Forster. Convenient volmnes of selections 
have been edited by Sidney Colvin (Golden Treasury series) , W. S. B . 
Clymer (Athenaeum Press series), and A. G. Newcomer (Conversa- 
tions only; Holt's English Readings). Besides Forster's Life, see 
Landor's biography, by Colvin, in the Men of Letters series. For 
criticism, see the introductions to the three volumes of selections 
just mentioned; and essays in E. Dowden's Studies in Literature, 
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G. Saintsbury's Essays in English Literature, L. Stephen's Hours in 
a Library, A. C. Swinburne's Miscellanies, and G. E. Woodberry's 
Makers of Literature. 

Thomas Babington Macatjlay was bom at Rothley Temple, 
Leicestershire, October 25, 1800; was educated at Trinity College, 
Cambridge; elected a Fellow of Trinity College, 1824; became a 
lawyer, 1826; made his reputation as an essa)dst with his article on 
Milton in the Edinburgh Review, 1825; henceforth its chief contrib- 
utor; Member of Parliament, 1830-31, and thereafter in various 
government offices; in India on the Supreme Council, 1834-38; on 
returning to England devoted himself to both politics and literature; 
Member of Parliament, 1839-47; proposed and carried the Copy- 
right Bill, 1842; was created Baron Macaulay of Rothley, 1857; 
died December 28, 1859, and was biu'ied in Westminster Abbey. 
His works include: Lays of Ancient Rome, 1842; Essays from the 
Edinburgh Review, 1843; History of England from the Accession of 
James II, 1848^-55. 

Macaulay 's works were collected in eight volumes in 1866, and 
have often been reprinted, but there is still no modem critical edi- 
tion. His Life and Letters, by his nephew Sir G. 0. Trevelyan, is the 
standard biography; there is also a brief life by J. C. Morison (Men 
of Letters). For criticism, see essays in the Works of Walter Bage- 
hot, John Morley's Critical Miscellanies, Leslie Stephen's Hours in 
a Library, H. D. Sedgwick's Essays on Great Writers, and G. Saints- 
bury's Corrected Impressions. 

John Wilson ("Christopher North") was born at Paisley, Scot- 
land, May 18, 1785; was educated at Glasgow University and 
Magdalen College, Oxford (M.A., 1810); became a lawyer, 1815; 
joined the staff of Blackwood's Magazine, 181 7, and afterward be- 
came its chief contributor, often involving the publisher in law- 
suits and other difficulties on account of his violent personalities; 
Professor of Moral Philosophy, University of Edinburgh, 1820-51; 
died April 3, 1854. His works consist wholly of his periodical con- 
tributions, the best known being the Nodes Ambrosiana series. 

Wilson's Works were edited by Ferrier, 1855-58; the Noctes 
Ambrosiance was reissued in 1892 in foiu* volimaes. The standard 
biography is Christopher North : a Memoir of John Wilson, by his 
daughter, Mrs. M. W. Gordon; see also Mrs. M. O. W. Oliphant's 
Annals of a Publishing House (i.e., the house of Blackwood), 1897. 
For criticism, see an essay by Saintsbury in Essays in English 
Literature. 
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